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        Congress Is Raising Electricity Bills to Pay for Tax Cuts
        Roge Karma

        Of all the elements of the One Big Beautiful Bill Act, perhaps none is as obviously self-defeating as getting rid of tax credits for clean energy. That decision will not simply set back the fight against climate change. Congressional Republicans could also be setting America up for the worst energy-affordability crisis since the 1970s. Unlike then, this time we'll have imposed it on ourselves.Electricity demand in the United States is rising faster than it has in at least two decades. AI data cen...

      

      
        The Phoniest Job in Trump World
        Yair Rosenberg

        To hear Tucker Carlson tell it, an American attack on Iran wasn't just likely to precipitate World War III. It would do something worse: destroy Donald Trump's presidency. "A strike on the Iranian nuclear sites will almost certainly result in thousands of American deaths at bases throughout the Middle East, and cost the United States tens of billions of dollars," the conservative commentator wrote on X on March 17. "Trump ran for president as a peace candidate," Carlson added on June 4. "It's why...

      

      
        The Ciceronian Secret to Happiness
        Arthur C. Brooks

        Want to stay current with Arthur's writing? Sign up to get an email every time a new column comes out.I do a lot of public speaking for business leaders about how using the science of happiness can improve their organization and make life easier for everyone. But there's one question I get very frequently: "What about when I have to do hard things that make people unhappy?" For example: having to fire someone, or asking people to make sacrifices. How do I think about this common scenario?This qua...

      

      
        The Worst Kind of Writing About Young Adulthood
        Faith Hill

        This is an edition of Time-Travel Thursdays, a journey through The Atlantic's archives to contextualize the present. Sign up here.The writers of The Atlantic have a long history of fretting about the youths.Take one 1925 article, which began with a call for reason: a promise to judge fairly whether modern young adults were truly as delinquent as everyone seemed to be saying. "They are under suspicion on the counts of, briefly, dancing, drinking, kissing, motoring alone and often at night ('alone'...

      

      
        The Patriotic Punk
        Hanna Rosin

        Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube | Overcast | Pocket CastsRead Jeffrey Goldberg's related article about Ken Casey.

There are more and less reckless ways for a musician to meddle in politics. The safer ways are to drop an endorsement in an interview (Taylor Swift for Joe Biden), make a supportive video (Beyonce for Barack Obama), maybe even make a video with the candidate himself (Cardi B. and Bernie Sanders). Recently, Ken Casey, the front man for the Celtic punk band Dropkick ...

      

      
        The Surefire Way to Elicit Squeals of Delight From a Grown Man
        Tyler Austin Harper

        My father dislikes firework shows, for all the reasons that a man who passed his youth squeezing a trigger in the name of God and country dislikes firework shows. He loves fireworks, however, if he's the one lighting them, a psychological loophole that he and I have availed ourselves of at a number of East Coast tourist-trap locales over the years. Our most recent adventure was an excursion to South Carolina when I was in my 20s: We loaded up a rented golf cart with an immoderate amount of firewo...

      

      
        Ken Casey: 'I'm Not Going to Shut Up'
        Jeffrey Goldberg

        Ken Casey, the founder and front man of the Celtic punk band Dropkick Murphys, is the physical, attitudinal, and linguistic personification of Boston. Proof of this can be found in the way he pronounces MAGA. To wit: "Magger," as in, "This Magger guy in the audience was waving his fucking Trump hat in people's faces, and I could just tell he wanted to enter into discourse with me." A second proof is that "enter into discourse" is a thing Ben Affleck would say in a movie about South Boston right b...

      

      
        The Feminine Pursuit of Swoleness
        Julie Beck

        You see it everywhere: A narrative of progress in two snapshots--before and after--that leaves the viewer to imagine what came in between. On the left, a body whose inhabitant is unhappy with it in some way. On the right, the same body but different, and--you're meant to understand--better.On diet culture's greatest-hits album, the "before and after" is the lead single, an earworm that's hard to get out of your mind. Even when it's not being used explicitly to sell something (a meal regimen, a workou...

      

      
        RFK Jr.'s Confusing Disdain for Medicaid
        Nicholas Florko

        For Robert F. Kennedy Jr., "Make America healthy again" is far more than a nice slogan. His cosmic purpose in life, he has said, is to fix the country's health woes. "The first thing I've done every morning for the past 20 years is to get on my knees and pray to God that he would put me in a position to end the chronic-disease epidemic," Kennedy told senators during his confirmation hearing in January. As health secretary, he has continued to emphasize his commitment to that goal. But yesterday, ...

      

      
        The Trend Disrupting Conventional Housing Wisdom
        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.Conventional housing wisdom dictates that if you can't afford Los Angeles or New York City, try Austin or Atlanta. For years, astronomical prices, labyrinthine zoning laws, and dwindling square footage have driven renters and homeowners out of big coastal cities in droves. Their search for more affordab...

      

      
        The Disturbing Implications of the Diddy Verdict
        Spencer Kornhaber

        Less than two years ago, the public image of Sean "Diddy" Combs started to shift from playboy to villain: to the raging boyfriend caught beating Cassie Ventura on a hotel camera; the alleged criminal kingpin facing federal prosecution; the mastermind of an elite sex cult, according to online conspiracy theorists. He was broadly painted as (and assiduously denied being) the sort of man who used money and power to pursue his desires no matter the harm to those around him. Now that a verdict has bee...

      

      
        The Bad Bunny Video That Captures the Cost of Gentrification
        Valerie Trapp

        At the Brookfield Zoo, near Chicago, sloshing inside bags of oxygen and water, thousands of tadpoles await their transformation into what the Chicago Tribune has already dubbed "celebrity amphibians." A few months ago, the sapo concho was bound for extinction. The native Puerto Rican toad has long been endangered on the island thanks to habitat loss and invasive species. Yet fame, then fortune, found the concho: In January, Bad Bunny released his latest album, Debi Tirar Mas Fotos, as well as a s...

      

      
        Twenty-Four Hours of Authoritarianism
        Jonathan Chait

        Not long ago, I ran into an old friend, a well-regarded Democratic intellectual who recently has moved to my right, but who still holds liberal values and is not a Donald Trump supporter. After we commiserated about the excesses of the far left, I mentioned offhandedly that Trump's maniacal authoritarianism makes the fact that Democrats can't get their act together so much worse.He reacted, to my surprise, with indignation. Trump wasn't canceling elections, he protested, nor was he calling browns...

      

      
        Photos: Europe Swelters Under a Heat Dome
        Alan Taylor

        Lisi Niesner / ReutersWomen look on as a man stands in a fountain to cool off on a hot summer day, in Berlin, Germany, on July 2, 2025.Petr David Josek / APA polar bear cools down on a pile of ice that was brought to its enclosure on a hot and sunny day at the Prague Zoo, Czech Republic, on July 1, 2025.Michael Probst / APA beverage supplier rests in Frankfurt, Germany, on July 2, 2025.Jean-Christophe Verhaegen / AFP / GettyA pharmacy sign displays a temperature of 45 degrees Celsius (113 degrees...

      

      
        Trump's Betrayal of Ukraine
        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: The United States' support for Ukraine is collapsing under Donald Trump's second term--and with it, the global system of peace and security that has protected Americans for decades. David explains what Trump's latest actions reveal about his motivations, and why Ukraine's survival may now depend on the outcome of the 2024 election.Then ...

      

      
        Hurricane Science Was Great While It Lasted
        Zoe Schlanger

        Clouds are the bane of a hurricane forecaster's existence. Or they were, until about 20 years ago, when forecasters got access to a technology that Kim Wood, an atmospheric scientist at the University of Arizona, told me to think of as cloud X-ray vision: It cuts through the cloud top to help generate a high-resolution, three-dimensional image of what's happening below.Known as the Special Sensor Microwave Imager Sounder, or SSMIS, it rides on a series of satellites and allows forecasters to see ...

      

      
        New York Is Hungry for a Big Grocery Experiment
        Yasmin Tayag

        New York City--where takeout is a food group and ovens are for storing clothes--may soon get into the grocery business. If he wins the general election this November, Zohran Mamdani, the new Democratic nominee for mayor, has said he will build a network of municipally owned, affordable grocery stores, one in each of the city's five boroughs. According to Mamdani, the city could help pay for the stores' rent and operating costs by taxing the wealthy, and the stores won't seek to turn a profit, enabl...

      

      
        A Wartime Diary From Tehran
        Alireza Iranmehr

        Translated by Salar AbdohOn June 13, 2025, Israel launched air strikes on nuclear and military sites in Iran. Over the 12 days that followed, the Israeli campaign expanded to include energy and other infrastructure; Iran retaliated with drone and missile strikes inside Israel; and the United States entered the conflict with strikes on Iranian nuclear facilities on June 22. Alireza Iranmehr is a novelist and an essayist who lives in the north of Iran but returned to Tehran to witness and document ...

      

      
        Chinese Students Feel a Familiar Chill in America
        Lavender Au

        "I need to get my degree safely," the student told me. A Chinese national and doctoral candidate in social sciences at an American university, she'd recently heard that her social-media messages might be checked at the U.S. border. "Safely," for her, meant a series of measures to avoid anything incriminating: She downloaded the end-to-end-encrypted messaging app Signal and set her messages to disappear after 24 hours, and she also no longer sends sensitive links in group chats--that is, anything i...

      

      
        The Making of Kurt Vonnegut's <em>Cat's Cradle</em>
        Noah Hawley

        On August 5, 1945--the day before the world ended--Frank Sinatra was at a yacht club in San Pedro, California. There, he is reported to have rescued a 3-year-old boy from drowning.On the other side of the country, Albert Einstein--the father of relativity--was staying in Cabin No. 6 at the Knollwood Club on Lower Saranac Lake, in the Adirondacks. Einstein couldn't swim a stroke, and (in a reverse Sinatra) was once saved from drowning by a 10-year-old boy.What neither of them realized when they woke u...

      

      
        The Biggest Anti-Abortion Victory Since 'Dobbs'
        Elaine Godfrey

        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.Amid all the news coverage of the GOP's spending-bill extravaganza--the late-night deficit debates, the strategy sessions, the hallway blanket-wearing--one piece of the package has received comparatively little attention: a provision that would block abortion clinics from receiving Medicaid funds for any ...

      

      
        The Christian Rocker at the Center of MAGA
        Ali Breland

        After wildfires erupted in Los Angeles County earlier this year, a team from the Department of Housing and Urban Development descended on the wreckage. Led by HUD Secretary Scott Turner, the entourage walked through the rubble in Altadena, reassuring victims that the Trump administration had their back. At Turner's request, a Christian-nationalist musician named Sean Feucht tagged along. "I can't overemphasize how amazing this opportunity is," Feucht had posted on Instagram the day before. "I'm b...

      

      
        They Didn't Have to Do This
        Jonathan Chait

        Sign up for Trump's Return, a newsletter featuring coverage of the second Trump presidency.In their heedless rush to enact a deficit-exploding tax bill so massive that they barely understand it, Senate Republicans call to mind a scene in The Sopranos. A group of young aspiring gangsters decides to stick up a Mafia card game in hopes of gaining the mobsters' respect and being brought into the crew. At the last moment, the guys briefly reconsider, before one of them supplies the decisive argument i...

      

      
        Dear James: I'm Living in a Tragedy
        James Parker

        Editor's Note: Is anything ailing, torturing, or nagging at you? Are you beset by existential worries? Every Tuesday, James Parker tackles readers' questions. Tell him about your lifelong or in-the-moment problems at dearjames@theatlantic.com.Don't want to miss a single column? Sign up to get "Dear James" in your inbox.Dear James,I'm a 20-year-old dealing with a string of terrible events. My estranged mother died in a car accident a few days ago. A close friend of mine has been hospitalized for m...

      

      
        The Mainstreaming of Literary Kink
        Lily Burana

        Twenty years ago, a reader looking for taboo sex in print had to slink to the back of the bookstore and make whispered inquiries. Today, kinky books make up an established genre, one that shares front-table space with other major releases and possesses its own classics and conventions. This robust menagerie encompasses pulpy household names, including E. L. James's Fifty Shades of Grey, which in 2011 vaulted BDSM onto the New York Times fiction best-seller list. It has a literary canon--Marquis de...
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The Most Perverse Part of the 'Big, Beautiful Bill'

<span>The Republican megabill could be setting America up for the worst energy-affordability crisis since the 1970s.</span>

by Roge Karma




Of all the elements of the One Big Beautiful Bill Act, perhaps none is as obviously self-defeating as getting rid of tax credits for clean energy. That decision will not simply set back the fight against climate change. Congressional Republicans could also be setting America up for the worst energy-affordability crisis since the 1970s. Unlike then, this time we'll have imposed it on ourselves.

Electricity demand in the United States is rising faster than it has in at least two decades. AI data centers are using huge amounts of power to train new models. More Americans are plugging their electric cars and hybrids into the grid. Rising temperatures mean more air-conditioning use. Failure to meet this rising demand with adequate supply results in higher prices. From 2000 to 2022, U.S. electricity prices rose by an average of about 2.8 percent a year; since 2022, they have risen by 13 percent annually.

Fortunately, the timing of this demand spike coincided with a boom in renewable energy. According to the federal Energy Information Administration, 93 percent of the electricity capacity added to the grid this year will come from a combination of wind, solar, and battery storage. That trend was set to accelerate dramatically in the coming years thanks to the Inflation Reduction Act, which provided tax credits that made building clean power sources cheaper. Investment in those sources has accordingly spiked, and hundreds of new projects could begin generating power over the next decade. The IRA is generally seen as a climate bill, but it was also an energy bill. It provided a jolt to the American power sector at a moment when the sector desperately needed new supply.

Or so it seemed. The Senate version of Donald Trump's One Big Beautiful Bill repeals the clean-energy tax credits in the IRA for all wind and solar projects that don't begin construction within a year of the bill's passage or become fully operational by 2028. (And even if a project begins construction in the first half of 2026, it will need to meet extremely onerous domestic-sourcing requirements that many experts believe will be nearly impossible to satisfy.) As a result, future clean-energy projects, including many that have been announced but not yet built, will cost about 50 percent more than those that received the credits, according to an analysis by Jesse Jenkins, who leads the Princeton ZERO Lab. The inevitable result is that far fewer will come into existence. "It's hard to think of a bigger self-own," Jenkins told me. "We're effectively raising taxes on the country's main sources of new power at a time when electricity prices are already rising."

Jonathan Chait: They didn't have to do this

The purported justification for these cuts is that renewables are unreliable energy sources pushed by woke environmentalists, and the country would be better served by doubling down on coal and natural gas. "More wind and solar brings us the worst of two worlds: less reliable energy delivery and higher electric bills," wrote Energy Secretary Chris Wright in an op-ed last week. In fact, renewable energy is cheap and getting cheaper. Even without the tax credits, the price of onshore wind has fallen by 70 percent, solar energy by 90 percent, and batteries by more than 90 percent over the past decade. The IRA, by making these sources even more affordable, was projected to save American consumers an average of $220 a year in the decade after its passage.

The cost savings from renewables are so great that in Texas--Texas, mind you--all of the electricity growth over the past decade has come from wind and solar alone. This has made energy grids more reliable, not less. During the summer of 2023, the state faced several near failures of its electricity grid; officials had to call on residents to conserve energy. The state responded by building out new renewable energy sources to stabilize the grid. It worked. "The electrical grid in Texas has breezed through a summer in which, despite milder temperatures, the state again reached record levels of energy demand," The New York Times reported last September. "It did so largely thanks to the substantial expansion of new solar farms."

In fact, the energy secretary's description of wind and solar--as unreliable and expensive--is more aptly applied to fossil fuels. Coal is so costly relative to other energy sources that investment in building new plants has dried up. The natural-gas industry is facing such a crippling supply-chain crisis that the wait time for a new gas turbine--the combustion engine that converts natural gas into usable energy--can be as long as seven years. "What we've consistently heard from the industry is that, right now, there is just no way to get a new natural-gas plant running before 2030, and quite possibly even later," Robbie Orvis, the senior director for modeling and analysis at the think tank Energy Innovation, told me. The cost of actually building one of those plants, meanwhile, has more than doubled in the past few years, pushing utilities to invest heavily in renewable sources, which can be built much faster and often at a lower cost.

Now Congress has decided to kneecap the energy sources that could meet rising demand. Orvis predicts that this could result in one of the fastest, sharpest rises in energy prices since the Arab oil embargo of the 1970s, which featured record-high oil prices, long lines and rationing at gas stations, and a nationwide inflation spike. An Energy Innovation analysis of an earlier, similar version of the bill found that, by 2035, the average yearly energy bill will be $473 higher in Michigan, $590 higher in Maryland, $668 higher in California, and $777 higher in Texas than it would have been if the IRA credits had remained in place. (Several other sources have produced similar results, including analyses of the final Senate bill.)

Blackouts and grid outages will become more frequent. Power-intensive industries such as AI and manufacturing will struggle under the weight of higher energy costs. China will solidify its dominance over clean-energy supply chains. "Just think of Trump's own priorities: lower energy prices, becoming an AI superpower, reindustrializing America, outcompeting China," Princeton's Jenkins said. "Getting rid of these credits hurts all of those goals."

But there is one priority missing from that list: owning the libs. Partisan polarization around clean energy has grown so extreme since the passage of the IRA that Trump and many other Republicans apparently see destroying it as an end in itself. An earlier version of the Senate bill went further than repealing subsidies. It included an excise tax on solar and wind energy--the Republican Party, taxing energy--that would have added an additional 10-20 percent cost onto most projects. That provision was scrapped after a handful of moderate senators objected, but the fact that it ever existed is stunning enough. As the bill headed to the House of Representatives for final consideration, some members claimed that they wouldn't support it without even harsher restrictions on clean energy. Representative Chip Roy of Texas attacked the Senate bill for not targeting clean-energy tax credits more aggressively, calling it "a deal-killer of an already bad deal" and setting up the absurd possibility that the IRA would be saved only by Republicans' inability to agree on how badly to eviscerate it.

Jessica Riedl: Congressional Republicans might set off the debt bomb

The desire to stick it to liberals is so intense that Republicans are evidently willing to inflict disproportionate economic pain on their own voters. The Energy Innovation analysis found that the states that will experience the sharpest increase in electricity costs as a result of the bill are Kansas, Texas, Oklahoma, South Carolina, Missouri, and Kentucky. A separate analysis found that of the 10 states that will lose the most total renewable energy capacity as a result of the repeal, nine voted for Trump last year.

Congressional Republicans might be betting that the consequences of their legislation will take long enough to materialize that they won't be blamed. Thanks to the numerous clean-energy projects in the pipeline today, the sharpest energy-price increases won't come into effect until after 2030. By that time, a Democratic president could very well be in office, stuck with the higher energy costs sown by their predecessor, reaping the political whirlwind.
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	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



The Phoniest Job in Trump World

The self-proclaimed intellectual architects of "America First" are nothing of the sort.

by Yair Rosenberg




To hear Tucker Carlson tell it, an American attack on Iran wasn't just likely to precipitate World War III. It would do something worse: destroy Donald Trump's presidency. "A strike on the Iranian nuclear sites will almost certainly result in thousands of American deaths at bases throughout the Middle East, and cost the United States tens of billions of dollars," the conservative commentator wrote on X on March 17. "Trump ran for president as a peace candidate," Carlson added on June 4. "It's why he won. A war with Iran would amount to a profound betrayal of his supporters. It would end his presidency."

"We can't do this again, we'll tear the country apart," declared Steve Bannon, Trump's former chief strategist and 2016-campaign CEO, when asked on June 18 about potential war with Iran. "Worth noting how rare this crossover actually is," observed Curt Mills, the anti-war executive director of The American Conservative, after Carlson joined Bannon's podcast to oppose American intervention, dubbing the pair the "two largest intellectual architects of the Trump years other than the president." The implication: Trump was risking his base if he didn't stay out of the Israel-Iran conflict. "I'm very concerned based on every[thing] I've seen in the grassroots the last few months that this will cause a massive schism in MAGA," wrote Charlie Kirk, the head of the conservative youth organization Turning Point USA. "This is a White House that is responding in real time to its coalition," which is "revolting to show it's disgusted with the potential of war with Iran," Mills told ABC News on June 21. That night, Trump bombed Iran.

The U.S. strike may or may not have obliterated the country's nuclear facilities, but it has certainly obliterated the notion that any of the self-proclaimed MAGA intellectuals, such as Carlson and Bannon, speak for the Trump movement. Far from shattering the president's coalition, Trump's strike on Iran brought it together, despite the loud protestations of some of its supposed elites. "This is Donald Trump's Republican Party," CNN's chief data analyst, Harry Enten, said three days after the attack on Iran, referring to polls showing that 76 percent of GOP voters approved of Trump's action, compared with just 18 percent who didn't. "Republicans are with Donald Trump on this, Tucker Carlson be darned. The bottom line is he does not speak for the majority of the Republican base."

Robert Kagan: American democracy might not survive war with Iran

The conservative pollster Patrick Ruffini, whose 2023 book, Party of the People, predicted the shape of Trump's victorious 2024 coalition, offered a similar conclusion. "Polling has been consistent that Republicans remain more committed to a posture of military strength--and MAGA Republicans more so, not less so, than other Republicans," he told The Dispatch. Indeed, surveys before and after the attack found that self-described "MAGA Republicans" were more likely than other Republicans to back the president on Iran. In other words, Trump's decision to strike the country's nuclear sites didn't just expose the Iranian regime's empty threats of massive retaliation. It also exposed prominent commentators who have postured as tribunes of Trumpism to be pretenders to power, purporting to speak for a movement that has little interest in their ideas.

Watching the president dispense with his critics, the conservative influencer John Ekdahl quipped, "Props to President Trump for being able to manage a two front war against Iran and Tucker Carlson." But neither of these was ever much of a contest. Few jobs in Trump world are more farcical than the position of "architect" of "America First": There are no MAGA intellectuals, just Trump and opportunistic ideologues attempting to hitch their pet projects to his brand. The self-styled thought leaders of the Trump movement are merely political entrepreneurs trying to appropriate the president for their own purposes and to recast his chaotic and idiosyncratic decisions as reflections of their personal worldview.

"Considering that I'm the one that developed 'America First,' and considering that the term wasn't used until I came along, I think I'm the one that decides" what it means, Trump told my colleague Michael Scherer a week before the bombs dropped. The president was wrong about being the first to claim the mantle of "America First," but right about everything else. "Trumpism" is not "anti-war" or "pro-worker," "neoconservative" or "neo-isolationist," or any other ideologically coherent category; it is whatever Trump says it is.

This has always been the case, notwithstanding the pretenses of Trump's alleged intellectual allies. Back in 2017, Trump took office for the first time and brought along Bannon, who set up shop in the West Wing with a whiteboard full of goals for the new administration. Less than seven months later, however, Bannon was cast out of the White House. Not long after, Trump began publicly deriding him as "Sloppy Steve."

Carlson has followed the same trajectory. The conservative podcast host spoke before Trump on the final night of the 2024 Republican National Convention and was seen as one of the big winners when the president returned to power. But again, Trump quickly tired of his ally's antics. "I don't know what Tucker Carlson is saying," the president said in response to the commentator's criticism of his Iran policy. "Let him go get a television network and say it so people actually listen," he added--a reference to Carlson being fired from Fox News. Trump then mocked his longtime associate as "kooky Tucker Carlson" on Truth Social, and later claimed that Carlson called to apologize, something the latter has not denied, because whether it happened or not, he knows exactly where he stands.

The simple truth is this: There is Bannonism and Tuckerism, and perhaps, in a quiet corner of the Naval Observatory that has been repeatedly swept for bugs to ensure that the boss isn't listening, J. D. Vance-ism. But there is no Trumpism without Trump. People in the president's orbit are not his confidants--they are his chumps, to be used or discarded when doing so suits the principal's purposes.

Carlson seemingly knows this--and resents it. "We are very, very close to being able to ignore Trump most nights," he texted his producer after the president lost reelection in 2020. "I truly can't wait." After the January 6 riot, Carlson texted: "He's a demonic force, a destroyer. But he's not going to destroy us. I've been thinking about this every day for four years." Off the record, people like Carlson not only know that they do not represent Trump, but hold him in contempt. Why, then, do so many still take them seriously as reflections of the president's perspective and coalition? And why does the myth of the Trump whisperer persist despite its manifest failure to explain events?

For enterprising conservatives, the utility is clear. Trump may not subscribe to any of their ideas, but he can be prodded to act on them, and in any case, he is 79 years old and serving his second term. Once he departs the scene, his base will be up for grabs among those who have managed to position themselves as its champions.

For some anti-Trump liberals, people like Bannon, Carlson, and Vance provide a perverse sort of reassurance. Trump's opponents may find the ideologies of these men to be odious, but at least they suggest a method to the president's madness. The presence of even a rough philosophical framework provides the false hope that what Trump will do next will be predictable and follow from first principles, rather than from haphazard impulse. Better, some may feel, to live in the realm of an evil but explicable king than in that of a demented one.

Read: The MAGA coalition has turned on itself

Finally, Bannon and later Carlson may have played into the media's desire for an intellectual from their own class who could domesticate and interpret Trumpism in conventional terms. Rather than a boorish outsider winning the presidency on his own scattershot instincts, one could suppose there was a Svengali behind the scenes who had masterminded the whole affair. This belief imposed order on what appeared to be chaos, imputed logic to what otherwise looked like a personality cult, and thus rescued the prognosticating profession from a situation where its skills might no longer be of use.

The only problem with this arrangement was that the pro-Trump intellectuals and influencers were making it all up. They were the political equivalent of the Wizard of Oz, shadows behind a curtain trying to fool people into thinking that they spoke for the president and his movement. But like Oz's projection, they were nothing more than an intimidating illusion. All it took to make them disappear was for Trump to turn on the lights.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2025/07/tucker-carlson-america-iran/683413/?utm_source=feed
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The Ciceronian Secret to Happiness

To feel good, do good.

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.

I do a lot of public speaking for business leaders about how using the science of happiness can improve their organization and make life easier for everyone. But there's one question I get very frequently: "What about when I have to do hard things that make people unhappy?" For example: having to fire someone, or asking people to make sacrifices. How do I think about this common scenario?

This quandary is as old as time, and no one addressed it better than Marcus Tullius Cicero, the Roman philosopher and statesman who lived more than two millennia ago. For much of his career, Cicero lived a comfortable, uncontentious life of the mind, respected by all. But after Julius Caesar was assassinated in 44 B.C.E., he felt a civic duty to speak out about a threat to the republic in the person of Mark Antony, who was vying for power. Cicero denounced Antony as a tyrant in a series of speeches called the Philippics. It was a risky move, one that made a powerful enemy, but Cicero honestly believed that by doing the right thing as he understood it, he was making no sacrifice at all.

In a book written around the same time as the Philippics, titled De Officiis ("On Duties"), Cicero explained exactly why he believed that doing what is difficult but morally correct is also what most reliably and enduringly brings the rewards we seek in life. Despite our flawed instinct to take the path of least resistance, he reasoned, we will always be better served by choosing to do the right thing. In this masterwork, Cicero created a guide for how to have a successful life through honorable behavior. Take that to heart, and you have a guide for living a happier life as well.

From the September 1865 issue: Life and times of Marcus Tullius Cicero

De Officiis was written in the form of a very long public letter to Cicero's son, Cicero Minor, who was a philosophy student in Athens at the time. College life then being not so different from what it is today, he appears to have sorely needed advice on his duties. According to what the philosopher Seneca wrote some years later, the young man "was not gifted with a good memory, and drunkenness was gradually destroying any that he had."

Cicero's book is in three parts, beginning with a study of what is honorable in life. He asserts that "all that is morally right rises from some one of four sources," which he lists as truth, justice, nobility, and moderation. These are, essentially, a variation of Plato's four cardinal virtues of wisdom, justice, courage, and temperance, and Cicero argues that these traits are the foundation for a life of integrity and rectitude.

His letter offers limited encouragement to people who write advice columns. Modern research demonstrates that virtues are indeed most effectively transmitted by parents and peers, whereas outside interventions to teach virtue show only modest effectiveness. But as far as paternal influence goes, the book perhaps had some effect: Though Cicero Minor did not enjoy the illustrious career that his father did, he went on to hold a series of official positions in the Roman Republic.

The second part of De Officiis discusses the worldly rewards people naturally want. Cicero focuses on honor, wealth, and power--prizes bound up with a desire for status that is encoded in our genes. As evolutionary biologists have long argued, these rewards correlate with both reproductive success and resource acquisition. Our ancestors' drive to succeed has surely passed on to us a craving to be superior to others in money, power, and prestige. Cicero acknowledges this reality, but notes that there are morally better and worse ways to acquire these rewards. Less honorable ways include disloyalty toward others and dishonesty in our dealings. The morally superior means for doing so include generosity, courtesy, and excellence--the virtues from part one, above.

Part three of De Officiis is the most important because he argues that the honorable route to worldly rewards is also the most expedient and effective way to get them and keep them. In other words, there is no conflict between doing well and doing good. Back in part two, he realizes that people tend not to believe this, because they operate on the zero-sum assumption that someone must "take something from his neighbour" and so "profit by his neighbour's loss." But in part three, Cicero rejects this completely. "For a man to take something from his neighbour and to profit by his neighbour's loss is more contrary to Nature than is death or poverty or pain or anything else that can affect either our person or our property."

Cicero makes three arguments to bolster his claim that virtue is more profitable than vice. First, using Stoic reasoning, to behave unethically degrades your character, making any success that you realize not worth having. Second, any short-term gain by taking advantage of others will harm your reputation and therefore your long-term worldly success. Third, to use a not very Roman word, karma. Bad behavior, Cicero believed, disrupts the universe's natural harmony, with negative consequences for the perpetrator.

Arthur C. Brooks: How my struggle with Wittgenstein can make you happier

Cicero's argument--that lasting worldly success is not possible without virtue--can apply to happiness as well. In an effort to raise their well-being, at least temporarily, people constantly engage in behaviors they may not be proud of. People may cheat on their spouse for a thrill or to feel romantic love again. They may steal for an easy gain or lie for personal advantage. They may act selfishly by looking after their own interests and ignoring other people's.

Few of us would brag about being disloyal, dishonest, or selfish. As Cicero notes, people act in these ways because they evidently believe that happiness in life "will assuredly clash with moral rectitude." People think that you can't always feel good by being good, so you may have to sacrifice the former for the latter. Predictably, Cicero says this is bunk--a "sorry state of servitude" and mere "pandering to sensual pleasure."

By the same logic that the exercise of virtue ultimately delivers worldly success, Cicero believed it also brings true happiness. Modern social science shows that he was spot-on. For example, a happy marriage is not simply linked to conjugal fidelity; that loyalty is itself a central ingredient in marital contentment. Similarly, honesty in one's personal dealings reliably raises life satisfaction. And generous behavior has been found again and again to increase happiness. In the long run, then, the best way to feel good is to do good, despite any temptation to cut corners.

This dictum offers a reassuringly simple formula for a happier life. That doesn't mean it will always be easy to follow, but instead of asking, "What will make me happy right now?," consider how to answer the question, "What is the virtuous path in this situation?" That correct path may involve tough decisions, but it will ultimately lead you to the greatest happiness in life.

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

To return to the leader's quandary I began with: How should we think about a situation when, in acting properly, we inflict unhappiness? Cicero's answer was unambiguous: Do your duty--even when doing so may harm your own and others' short-term happiness.

In Cicero's case, this was not hypothetical. Mark Antony came to power in a three-man dictatorship and sought to eliminate all of the dictators' opponents, starting with Cicero. With a warrant out for his execution, Cicero attempted to flee his villa for Macedonia, but was captured by Roman soldiers. As legend has it, seeing that the arrestee was the famous, noble Cicero, a tribune named Popillius hesitated in carrying out the execution. Cicero, the man of honor, did not plead for his life, but rather schooled the centurion on his duty: "Approach, veteran soldier," he said, "and, if you can at least do so much properly, sever this neck."
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The Worst Kind of Writing About Young Adulthood

On finding the line between ogling and empathizing

by Faith Hill




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


The writers of The Atlantic have a long history of fretting about the youths.

Take one 1925 article, which began with a call for reason: a promise to judge fairly whether modern young adults were truly as delinquent as everyone seemed to be saying. "They are under suspicion on the counts of, briefly, dancing, drinking, kissing, motoring alone and often at night ('alone' means two together)," the author, identified only as "A Professor," declared. "In the case of girls, dress is included, or rather, going about with legs and arms bared."

Of the drinking charge, young people seemed to be absolved. Certainly they were imbibing, but less than their elders--and they'd developed new etiquette to keep things under control. ("A really nice girl may drink cocktails in public," the writer explained, "but not whiskey and soda.") On the other counts, unfortunately, the Professor didn't let them off so easily: "Legs are no more interesting than noses" when young ladies wear skirts this short. "The sad truth is that the human frame has ceased to be romantic." Oh, and this new generation, in addition to diluting sex appeal, reportedly lacked intellectual curiosity. Also emotion: "There seems no doubt that these young things feel less, on the whole, and do more, than once did we."

That was just one story in a whole canon of writing, published here and elsewhere, that has professed concern for young people--but with an undercurrent of condescension, even disdain. In a 1975 classic of the genre, the conservative journalist Midge Decter described the young hippies around her as coddled to the point of incompetence, having used the idea of a countercultural movement to get away with doing nothing much at all. "Heaped with largesse both of the pocketbook and of the spirit," she wrote, "the children yet cannot find themselves."

All those writers who peer at the youths, squinting through their binoculars and scribbling in their notepads, make up an embarrassing lineage. Recently, I've been wondering if I'm part of it. I write fairly often about Gen Z, sometimes worriedly--but I'm a Millennial. I didn't have iPads around when I was a child; I wasn't scrolling on Instagram in middle school. I'd already graduated college and made new friends in a new city when the pandemic hit. I'm still examining contemporary young adulthood from the inside, I've told myself. But a few days ago, I turned 30. Technically, I'm in a new life phase now: "established adulthood."

Where's the line between ogling and empathizing? And how do you describe trends--which are broad by definition--without using too broad a brush? The young people of the 1970s arguably were, on the whole, more interested in challenging norms than their parent's generation had been; that seems worth documenting. Any dysfunction that came along with that may have been worth noting too. (Joan Didion clearly thought so.) Likewise, the Professor wasn't wrong that social mores were transforming with each successive generation. Legs were becoming more like noses, and that's the honest truth.

The task, I think, is to write with humility and nuance--to cast young adults not as hopelessly lost or uniquely brilliant and heroic, but just as people, dealing with the particular challenges and opportunities of their day. In 1972, The Atlantic published a letter from a father who jokingly wondered how the youths described in the papers could possibly be the same species as his children. "Not long ago the president of Yale University said in the press that when the young are silent it means they are feeling 'a monumental scorn' for political hypocrisy," he wrote. "When my son, Willard, Jr., is silent, I am never sure what it means, but I believe that he has his mind considerably on sexual matters and on methods of developing the flexor muscles of his upper arms." Readers have always been able to tell the difference between real curiosity and zoological scrutinizing. They know when a stereotype rings hollow.

Just rifle through the five pages of responses to Decter's story, which The Atlantic published with headlines such as "Sentimental Kitsch," "Hideous Cliches," and--my personal favorite--"Boring and Irrelevant." One reader told Decter, with bite, not to worry so much about those wild children who weren't settling down in their jobs and houses like good boys and girls. "Rest assured," he wrote, "my generation will be like hers--led by the silent, nervous superachievers, intent on their material goal, lacking the time to question the madness of their method."

The characterization is cutting. But that letter also raises another good point: Young people are not immune to oversimplifying, either. They'll eventually get old enough to write about their elders, and to include their own sweeping generalizations and nuggets of truth. "I wonder what will be written in 1995 about our children. I get the feeling we will make the same mistakes," another reader wrote to Decter. "For isn't that the American way?"
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The Patriotic Punk

Listen to Jeffrey Goldberg's interview with Ken Casey of the Dropkick Murphys.

by Hanna Rosin




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

Read Jeffrey Goldberg's related article about Ken Casey.
 
 There are more and less reckless ways for a musician to meddle in politics. The safer ways are to drop an endorsement in an interview (Taylor Swift for Joe Biden), make a supportive video (Beyonce for Barack Obama), maybe even make a video with the candidate himself (Cardi B. and Bernie Sanders). Recently, Ken Casey, the front man for the Celtic punk band Dropkick Murphys, chose a way that could have started a fist fight. The band has been around for three decades and has its working-class roots in Quincy, Massachusetts. In recent years, Casey has noticed the degree to which his largely white, male, working-class fan base has drifted to the MAGA right. Casey, meanwhile, did not. At concerts, the band often dedicates its song "First Class Loser" to Donald Trump, and it sells T-shirts that say Fighting Nazis since 1996. So when Casey saw a fan at one of his concerts wearing a MAGA shirt, he called him out in front of the crowd and made him a bet.

In this episode of Radio Atlantic, The Atlantic's editor in chief, Jeffrey Goldberg, talks to Casey about that bet, about watching his fans and people he loves fall in love with Trump, and about how Democrats might be able to win them back.

The following is a transcript of the episode:

Hanna Rosin: I'm Hanna Rosin. This is Radio Atlantic, and The Atlantic's editor in chief, Jeffrey Goldberg, is really into Celtic punk music. Who knew? He listens to one band in particular when he's getting ready for work.

Jeffrey Goldberg: I listen to them in the morning when I'm trying to wake up. "The Boys Are Back" and "Smash Shit Up," or whatever are good songs to listen to in the morning when you're trying to get motivated.

Rosin: Those songs are by Dropkick Murphys, who, by the way, have an album out this week. Their front man is Ken Casey. Jeff saw a clip one day of Casey doing something interesting at one of his shows, something Jeff thought was unusual, risky, maybe even brave.

["Smash Shit Up," by Dropkick Murphys] 

Rosin: Wait, you just called up Ken Casey one day? Why were you interested in him?

Goldberg: If you actually want to know the real reason why--do you want to know the real reason why?

Rosin: I do, because I don't pin you as a hardcore fan.

Goldberg: There is no bigger fan of Celtic punk music in this podcast studio than this guy. But the real reason I'm interested in this is: I admire people who try to say something explicit with their music. Obviously, explicit to a degree. If it becomes just a platform, then it's not very interesting music. Not very interesting lyrically.

Rosin: So your interest is in the music being political, not, like, a musician being political. Because it's actually really tricky to make political art. It's a legitimate question that a lot of artists face--like, Do I say anything about the election? 

Goldberg: I mean, yes, in this case, in Dropkick Murphys' case, it's both. Ken Casey will go out onstage and talk overtly politically, about even trade policy, but also the music, especially in this latest album. So yeah, and by the way, it's kind of easy for performers to go out and make anodyne statements about this or that in politics and have their music be about things other than the politics. Obviously, when you make political music, you're going to drive away some people. That's just the nature of it, and it's not in the nature of commercial music to drive away anyone.

["I'm Shipping Up to Boston," by Dropkick Murphys]

Rosin: Okay, that's enough of me. Here's Jeff talking to Casey.

Goldberg: Are you sick of talking about "[I'm] Shipping Up to Boston" and The Departed?

Ken Casey: Not really. People say, "Do you get sick of that song?" and I say, "No, the key to that song is it's two minutes." Actually, when we play it live, it's one minute and 50 seconds.

["I'm Shipping Up to Boston," by Dropkick Murphys]

Casey: So it's over before it starts. You know, I would hate to have like your biggest hit be--

Goldberg: "Stairway to Heaven."

Casey: Yeah, I mean, even our second-most-popular song, "Rose Tattoo," is over five minutes. And I can see, sometimes by the end of that, as much as I love the song, I'm like, Fuck, I wish this was shorter like "Shipping Up to Boston."

But no, I think if there's any way for a punk band to kind of break through another level of success, it's pretty cool when it's an Oscar-winning movie by one of your favorite directors about the city you're from.

Goldberg: Talk about Woody Guthrie and how you built on Woody Guthrie to write that song.

Casey: One of the things that attracted me to punk rock and attracted me to Irish music was that protest element and rebel element to a lot of it. And then that's how I stumbled onto a lot of the American protest singers and Woody being the leader of that pack. And then we get a phone call one day in the early 2000s from Woody's daughter Nora, and she said, "I'd like to offer the band the opportunity to come down and see my father's archives of unpublished lyrics that he never put to music." And I was like, Is this a joke? Is someone punking us here? 

And I got to go down. The archives at the time were still in New York City and, you know, the original papers he wrote the songs on. You could see the stains on the papers. You could literally, Nora says, you can smell, like, Did he write this near the ocean? Did he write this in Oklahoma? or whatever. And so it was just a really unique look into his whole work.

And we don't often write music first. It's usually lyrics first and the melody, and then we shape the song around it. But we had written the music to "[I'm] Shipping Up to Boston," and we were just waiting for me to write some words. And I flipped through, and here's this song, "Shipping Up to Boston," which stood out so much because it was so short and so, kind of, silly. And one of the keys to that song's success is there are huge instrumental sections in the song that really make you wait for the chorus.

I know that if I was writing the lyrics to that, I wouldn't have ever left that space. I would've written a pre-chorus there, and you wouldn't have had that wait for the payoff. But obviously when we chose to put Woody's lyrics in there, there were no other lyrics to add in.

["I'm Shipping Up to Boston," by Dropkick Murphys]

So you had the four-line verse and then you had the "Shipping Up to Boston" chorus, which, I wish he had a note of what he was singing about on that song.

["I'm Shipping Up to Boston," by Dropkick Murphys] 

Goldberg: I was interviewing Bruce Springsteen once on the subject of Stevie Van Zandt, and I was writing about Little Steven and about how he was doing overtly political music. And I'll always remember what Bruce said. He said, "Writing political music is a hard slog through muddy waters." He was praising Steven. And you--you guys are one of the few bands that goes right at it. I mean, you use metaphor and you use allusion, but you're really going at it, especially on this new album; and I'm wondering, is it a hard slog? Are you giving up something commercially by voicing your actual opinions about the world?

Casey: Well, I do think from a timelessness sense, we do try to do it in a not naming names and dates--

Goldberg: No, I know you're not going to come out against tariffs on a Tuesday, or something.

Casey: Right. But everyone knows what we're talking about when we do it and why we do it. And yes, I like to say that the band started in '96; our goal was to be a little bit different, in the sense that we spoke for people that were living life in the middle class or working-class people. And so if you start your band on that, and you've held to those ideals for coming--next year it'll be 30 years--and you've done that the whole 30 years, and then you get to this era and you're going to back down from it? It's almost like the whole thing seems like it was meant to be a test run for the time we're in now. So for us to not go out on a limb about it would sell like our whole career short, you know? And will it eventually hurt us, or whatever? Who's to say? I kind of look at it the way I look at reviews or comments on your social media. It's like, you can't pay attention to it. You just gotta do what feels instinctually right and right in your heart.

And I say this to Trumpers all the time that I know enough to have a conversation with at least or bother to. I say, Listen, you don't like our opinion? You don't like what we have to say? Most of you used to, by the way, before, you know everything changed when that guy came down the escalator. But regardless of what you think of our message, you've got to know that this band wouldn't exist if it wasn't for these core beliefs. And so a lot of music that you do like came out of that fire.

["Who'll Stand With Us?," by Dropkick Murphys]

In the new single, "Who'll Stand With Us?," like, look at the words: We're singing about people being oppressed by those in power with wealth that we could never imagine. Who's got a problem with that?

["Who'll Stand With Us?," by Dropkick Murphys]

Goldberg: You have gotten into direct confrontations with fans at shows over your politics and their politics. In today's age, that's pretty rare. Money comes first; popularity comes first. Any doubt ever about the path you've now set yourself on?

Casey: I get back to the fact that we're singing these songs that I believe in my heart of hearts are what represents regular, ordinary people.

And when I see someone--and by the way, I'm not out there saying, Hey, you in the front row, who'd you vote for? You know what I mean? But like when someone comes to protest back with a MAGA shirt in the front row, it's like--

Goldberg: They know what they're doing.

Casey: They know what they're doing.

Goldberg: And you know that they know what they're doing.

Casey: Sure. Yeah. And then of course those are the ones that have gone viral, but there's other nights when I just talk from the stage. And listen, I understand there's an amount of people that'll say, this is the counterargument: Hey, you know what? I worked all week. I paid my money to come see music. I don't want to hear you shove your politics down my throat. And I can respect that to a degree. For the most part of our career, we've always said, we'll leave our politics to the lyrics. Because we've been pretty overtly political. So if you read the lyrics, you know, and I do think sometimes you get more people to your side that way. Because you, you know, it's like fishing. You're just dangling the carrot. You're not clubbing the fish over the head. However, at this point in time, it's like, the alarm bells are ringing.

["Rose Tattoo," by Dropkick Murphys]

Rosin:  So what's interesting to you about Ken Casey is he is taking a risk, like essentially he's putting himself out there and possibly turning off his own fan base.

Goldberg: Well, he literally does turn off some of his own fan base and doesn't seem to care, which I admire these days. I happen to admire anyone who will risk alienating, let's say, MAGA America for a point. I'm not trying to be overly partisan or political here. I'm just saying that it's very interesting that he and the whole band will put their money where their mouth is. And he also has--and this is what I admire about him--he has a large-heartedness about it.

He's not one of these, They're all deplorable kind of people. I was having a hard time adjusting to the idea that Trump had won yet again, and after all the ink we had spilled about the dangers of Trumpism, right? And then I realized that I just like Americans and I like America, and so I'm just going to figure my way through this and not going to be hard-hearted about it. And what I saw in Ken Casey was a model of how one could be in these circumstances.

I find him to be a thoughtful person and a patriotic person, and a guy who makes really loud, interesting music, even though he is already in his 50s, I guess. So I admire that, being personally in my 50s.

["Rose Tattoo," By Dropkick Murphys]

Rosin: After the break: Casey makes a wager with a fan.

[Break]

Rosin: Okay, we're back. Jeff is asking Casey what it has been like for him to watch friends and loved ones shift from being moderate Democrats to fully embracing Trump.

Casey: Even when my friends, for example, would've been considered center-left Democrats, I think I was probably a little bit more on the more progressive side of them. Partially because of my world travels, you know what I mean? Like, you know, you change when you see the world and see things outside of your own backyard.

But as I noticed that shift happening, it was the classic example of the playbook of division in politics where the right told white, center Democrats, These people don't care about you. They're not there for you. White men are on the way out. You know what I mean?

And then they started to use, of course, the other tropes of race and sexuality and trans. And just, little by little, I feel like a lot of these white, working-class Democrats just crept over, saying, Well, at least these guys want me. And yeah, they want you, but they really just want to use you, you know?

Goldberg: Do you think the Democrats don't want them?

Casey: I don't think it's that. I think that the Republicans have just done a great job at lying to them to make them feel--and listen obviously we can't speak this broadly for this many people. There's some people that just chose racism above all. Holy crap, this guy makes it okay for me to say the horrible things I used to have to whisper to my friends? Yeah, I'm voting against what's best for my family, my pension, everything else, but I want to be able to speak loud about this stuff, you know? But you've got to tip your cap, man. They've pulled it off. They've tricked a lot of people.

Goldberg: Well, look, recognizing that, actually, your job is to be a Celtic punk rocker and not a Democratic political party strategist. I will ask you, nevertheless: There's a crisis for the Democrats in that white men especially, but also Black men and Hispanic men, don't think that the party is pro-male.

I recognize what you're saying about the Republicans and the plays that they're running, but if you were telling the Democrats what to do, what plays would you run to counteract that?

Casey: Well, by the way, it gets back to that point--and I often say this, when you did mention You're a guy from a band--there's really nothing I'd rather be talking about less than where we're at right now. So when people think I'm onstage yapping away because I want to be talking about it--trust me, I don't.

But, anyway, if I was to say as someone who has a majority white, male fan base, the band, I would say that--I mean, are we talking about what's right or wrong, or are we talking about what you need to win an election? If we're talking about what you need to win an election, I guess you do have to bring the olive branch out to say that, you know, masculine guys in the trades are not vilified. And I don't necessarily think they have been, but I look at a guy like a friend of mine, Sean O'Brien from the Teamsters, and he spoke at the Republican Convention. And he'll say, I'm not a Republican. I'm a Democrat, but I'm a Democrat of what the party used to stand for, and that he's going to go rogue to wherever he has to, that's best for his members and his people.

So when you see people like that saying that the Democratic Party isn't working for them anymore, then there is something to listen to because that guy has a million people that he's representing.

And I think there's room for everybody, you know what I mean? I think that the policies of the Trump administration, and its, frankly, just cruelty should, of anything, unite anybody that's center-left and far progressive because the things we want at this point should just be freedom and kindness and civility, and treating people with dignity. If that shouldn't unite the country that wants to do good things, then--but it's a funny thing about the left. Even with all that going on, there'll still be that division and bickering sometimes.

Goldberg: Tell me the story from your perspective: There's a very famous clip from a show. You have this colloquy, essentially, this discourse with a guy wearing a Trump shirt, a MAGA shirt.

How do you make the decision--you're onstage in front of several thousand people; you're doing your very high-velocity show--how do you decide that you're going to pause and you're going to educate? I mean, I think that's what is in your mind, like, I'm going to teach this guy about domestic clothing production in the middle of a punk show.

Casey: Sure. Well, so sometimes when someone's trying to make a statement of being, just for example, in the front row with a MAGA shirt on, you'd say, They're dying for attention right now. I'm not going to give them the attention they crave, so I might totally ignore them. But the one you are talking about, there was a blow-up of Trump's head.

Goldberg: This is in Florida, right?

Casey: Yeah, Florida. I'm going to say a guy, maybe, I'm just guessing, late-to-mid-60s and a kid in his 30s, and they both had MAGA shirts and gear, so it was clear--

Goldberg: They're trolling you.

Casey: Yeah. So it was clear. But it taught me a big lesson though that night because we had this interaction where I made a bet with him.

Concert clip: Sir, I'd like to propose a friendly wager. You can't lose this wager. Would you, in the name of dialogue and discourse--and I appreciate you being here--would you agree to a friendly wager? He says, "Sure." That's a good sport. Well, first of all, do you support American workers? Of course you do. Of course you do.

Okay, so and you support American businesses, obviously. Okay, so I don't know if you guys are aware, because we don't go around fucking bragging about it, but Dropkick Murphys always sells proudly made-in-America merchandise only.

Casey: I told them Dropkick Murphys merchandise is all made in America because I feel like, Hey, we put our money where our mouth is, you know? And I find that MAGA often doesn't. And so I made a bet: I'll give you a hundred dollars and the shirt if your shirt's made in America, and if it isn't, you just get the shirt.

Concert clip: All right, Matt, can we get a little drumroll please? Sir, could you both turn backwards? Don't worry. No one's gonna. He just needs to check your tags on your shirt and your hat. Just need to see where they're made. (Drumroll.) Nicaragua. It's made in Nicaragua! Ohhh!

Casey: And I kept it respectful, and when he lost the bet, because the shirt was made in Nicaragua, he took it off and we gave them shirts, and they laughed. And I'm like, Oh wow, that doesn't often go like that with MAGA. And I went down after and I said, Hey, thanks for being a good sport. And he said, Hey, I've been coming to see you guys for 20 years. I consider you family. And I don't let politics come between me and my family.

And I was like, Wow, what a lesson that guy just taught me. To not look at any person in a MAGA shirt and automatically think that they're the worst of the worst of the worst. I still think that if you are willing to sport a shirt for a guy who is doing what he's doing now, you certainly don't have my love and devotion, but in my mind, oftentimes if I see someone in a MAGA shirt, I'm all but thinking in my head, He's burning crosses. You know what I mean?

And this guy, he was ready to have some civil discussion and laugh about it a little bit. And I have a few friends like that. I swear, sometimes I think they'll just stay MAGA just because they don't want to admit they were wrong.

Goldberg: It's hard for a guy to just say, "I got played." 

Casey: Right.

Goldberg: Right. And that's something that you've been arguing, is that this is fundamentally a grift. Is that fair?

Casey: Yeah. And I don't look at most people and say, Hey, you know--I don't even know Donald Trump. You know what I mean? I don't want to fall out with someone for life that I, especially that I knew my whole life, over this guy?

Goldberg: Have you lost friends?

Casey: I've definitely lost peripheral friends, and my closer friends that have gone MAGA, we've done our best to avoid the subject, but we don't really hang out. How do you hang out with someone when--but we can stay cordial, you know what I mean? But yeah, it's gotten away with a lot of. Yeah. I mean, I'm lucky in my family at least; I don't have that; everyone's on the same page. I don't have anyone throwing the turkey at me across the table at least, you know?

Goldberg: Right, right. Talk a little bit about the new album and the goal of the album. Obviously there are aesthetic goals. You're trying to make great music, and you do. I'm admitting my bias here, but there's some songs here that are very straight-ahead, that leave no room for doubt.

Casey: I mean, you write about what you're passionate about, and I'm pretty passionate about what's happening to the country that I'm a citizen of.

["Fiending for the Lies," by Dropkick Murphys]

Casey: I just can't see writing about something else. I feel like it'd be one thing if we wrote 13 songs about the situation; people might be like, All right, we get it. But that's why it's authentic for us, because we do live our lives, right? This song's about our children. This song's about a friend from another band, but there's also these songs about the rage we feel inside right now. So if we didn't write about that right now, people would be like, What's wrong with Dropkick Murphys? They're trying to stuff it down and not deal with it. And it's just not who we are.

Goldberg: I guess the final question is, do you think that the fever is just going to break? You see anything that makes you think, Okay, they're going to understand that this is a grift. They're gonna understand that class issues are more important than gender issues and race issues and so on?

Casey: I always say I'm never one to root against America, so I don't want, say, I hope it gets so bad that they see it. But I think that's what it might take.

Goldberg: Ken Casey, Dropkick Murphys, thank you very much for joining us. I appreciate it.

Casey: Great to be here. Thank you.

[Music] 

Rosin: Thank you to Jeff Goldberg for bringing us this conversation. Dropkick Murphy's new album, "For The People" is out tomorrow, July 4.

This episode of Radio Atlantic was produced by Rosie Hughes. It was edited by Claudine Ebeid. We had engineering support from Rob Smierciak and fact-checking by Alex Marono Porto. 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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The Surefire Way to Elicit Squeals of Delight From a Grown Man

Set off fireworks.

by Tyler Austin Harper




My father dislikes firework shows, for all the reasons that a man who passed his youth squeezing a trigger in the name of God and country dislikes firework shows. He loves fireworks, however, if he's the one lighting them, a psychological loophole that he and I have availed ourselves of at a number of East Coast tourist-trap locales over the years. Our most recent adventure was an excursion to South Carolina when I was in my 20s: We loaded up a rented golf cart with an immoderate amount of fireworks and a moderate amount of Miller Lite and set off for the beach to enjoy both. The golf cart was road-legal, but whether the fireworks were beach-legal was a question I didn't think to ask. I was living in New York City at the time, besotted with its buzzy restaurants and rooftop bars, and that trip, with its unpretentious excitement, is when I started to appreciate my dad's quiet enthusiasm for simple fun. It was also when I began to suspect that I might one day run out of zeal for New York's inexhaustible supply of novel experiences.

That was about a decade ago, when I was unencumbered and not especially concerned with following local fireworks ordinances. Now, however, I am a father and a husband, have decamped to Maine, and am an ostensibly respectable member of the nation's citizenry. So when I set out this week with the goal of re-creating the fireworks-on-the-beach experience I'd had with my father, I wanted to do it by the book.

I thought this would be straightforward. Fireworks, like sports gambling, weed, and other common vices, have been on a slow march toward legalization in recent decades. (Perhaps unsurprisingly, fireworks injuries in America have risen as legalization has spread. A report released in June estimated that the number of fireworks-related ER visits in 2024 was 40 percent higher than in 2014.) The only state that still bans all consumer fireworks outright is Massachusetts, which means that the one place where you can't celebrate American freedom with a bang is where the fight for American freedom began with a bang. Maine, by contrast, has some of the most permissive fireworks laws in the country. I assumed that all I would need to do was drive to the gas station for beer, the fireworks store for supplies, and a local beach for kaboom. I had no idea I'd end up on a days-long odyssey with the un-Homeric goal of finding a stretch of oceanfront on which to legally deploy several hundred dollars' worth of consumer-grade pyrotechnics.

Read: Fireworks: A poem

I was right about one thing: Procuring fireworks legally was easy. (Though it was not cheap--prices this year are considerably higher than I remember, the result of inflation and tariffs.) I walked into my local Phantom Fireworks store on Monday, showed my ID to an employee--who apparently forgot to give me the safety spiel that I later heard him rattle off for other customers--and walked up and down the aisles, surveying the merchandise. I was at once overwhelmed by the panorama of distinctly American excess and moved by the great variety of American life to which it attested.

I discovered recreational explosives for every sort of person residing within this country's borders, befitting every kind of enthusiasm and ideological commitment: castle-doctrine "STAND YOUR GROUND" fireworks for the Second Amendment fanatic ($349.99), Rosie the Riveter fireworks for the feminist ($120.00), Illuminati-triangle fireworks for the conspiracist ($49.99), "SINGULARITY" fireworks for the AI enthusiast ($135.00), lobster-festooned "Wicked Pissah" fireworks for the New Englander ($49.99), Battle of Yorktown fireworks for history buffs ($179.99), "Shagadellic Mojo" fireworks for the horny customer ($44.99), suggestively silhouetted "Mega Mojo!" fireworks for the very horny customer ($149.99), and, my personal favorite, Boyz II Men fireworks for those who love soulful harmonies ($199.99). Of the available ways that an adult can spend hundreds of dollars on 20-odd seconds of pleasure, the Boyz II Men "End of the Road"-themed Phantom Fireworks special is certainly among the more virtuous.

The store also offered an abundance of firework types: bombettes, mortars, ground-bound fountains that emit a volcanic torrent of sparks. I was nearly seduced by a Komodo-dragon-themed fountain, but I believe that a true firework should go up and go boom, and a man must stand on principle. After half a dozen laps through the aisles, I marched up to the cash register with five offerings, all in the aerial "cake" style that fires flaming balls from a series of concealed mortar tubes: one that seemed inspired by Jaws and one by Jurassic Park (my favorite Spielberg movies); one "Wicked Pissah" (which seemed obligatory); one "Bait a Hook" box, catering to fishermen (in keeping with my angling obsession); and a generic rah-rah-patriotism package with the overwrought name "'Neath the Red, White and Blue."

Later, seized with irrational panic that I lacked a real showstopper, I returned to the store and asked the first purple-shirted Phantom employee I saw for something under $200 that would make a real impression. He wordlessly shuffled to the farthest wall, pulled a package labeled "Geomagnetic Storm" ($129.99) from a high display, and gave the box a hearty slap on its side, as you might burp a baby. "They like this one," he reported. I do not know who "they" are, but I trusted their taste implicitly. I left the store considerably poorer and with the unshakable conviction that although the American project may not yet endure, no one can say we don't have fun.

Read: The Fourth of July has always been political

Where to have that fun was another matter. The ease with which I legally purchased the fireworks lulled me into overoptimism about the ease with which I could legally deploy them. As I soon found out, although Maine takes a rather laissez-faire approach to fireworks at the state level, many of the state's local municipalities enforce their own restrictions. Some areas designate specific dates and times when fireworks can be set off (most commonly, July Fourth and New Year's Eve); others ban them year-round. On top of this, my desire to launch fireworks from a beach was a problem: Maine allows consumer fireworks to be used only on private property, and I do not, alas, have a house with its own beach.

I was curious if I might be able to finagle a maritime workaround. I contacted some local fire departments to ask about the permissibility, and wisdom, of deploying small fireworks from a boat. (I do not have a boat, but I do have a friend with a boat and poor judgment.) At first, no one I spoke with was able to definitively say whether this option was safe or legal, but one recommended that I call a Coast Guard information line. My Coast Guard query yielded no answers, but it did lead to the suggestion that I contact Maine's fire-marshal office, where at last a diligent and helpful public servant told me that launching fireworks from a personal watercraft is absolutely illegal. But they also added--perhaps wink-winkingly, definitely humorously--that the fire marshal "issued zero citations for this in 2024."

My many phone calls, one in-person visit to the fire department, and hours of scrutinizing local fireworks laws led me to realize that my modest goal of legally setting off fireworks on a beach in observation of this country's birthday was far too ambitious. I was forced to not let the perfect be the enemy of the good, and to compromise. The specifics of that compromise I leave up to the reader's imagination, but the upshot is that $300.60 of civilian-market explosives eventually met their logical end in an extravagant and all-too-brief flurry of detonations. To my slight disappointment, the fireworks I had bought, including the fabled Geomagnetic Storm, were largely indistinguishable from one another. Regardless of price or theme, they did about the same thing after I lit them: shot up into the sky with a hiss, exploded in a cacophony, and issued a last burst of light and color. But they still had their evergreen capacity to elicit an involuntary squeal of delight from a grown man. In the end, fun was had, 10 fingers were retained, the holiday was celebrated, and the resulting video was texted to my father, who immediately asked the only question that matters: "What else do you have? Any mortars?" God bless America.
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Ken Casey: 'I'm Not Going to Shut Up'

A conversation with the Dropkick Murphys front man about punk, politics, and Donald Trump

by Jeffrey Goldberg




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


Ken Casey, the founder and front man of the Celtic punk band Dropkick Murphys, is the physical, attitudinal, and linguistic personification of Boston. Proof of this can be found in the way he pronounces MAGA. To wit: "Magger," as in, "This Magger guy in the audience was waving his fucking Trump hat in people's faces, and I could just tell he wanted to enter into discourse with me." A second proof is that "enter into discourse" is a thing Ben Affleck would say in a movie about South Boston right before punching someone in the face. The third is Casey's articulation of what I took to be a personal code: "I'm not going to shut up, just out of spite."

The aforementioned discourse took place at a show in Florida in March. Video of the incident has moved across the internet, and it has provoked at least some Dropkick Murphy fans--white, male, and not particularly predisposed to the Democratic Party in its current form--to abandon the band. Casey accepts this as the price for preserving his soul. "I think everything we've been doing for the past 30 years was a kind of warm-up for the moment we're in," he told me. The band is most famous for its furious, frenzied anthem "I'm Shipping Up to Boston," but it is also known, among certain high-information voters and union activists, as a last repository of working-class values. As white men have lurched to the right, the band is on a mission to convince them that they're being played by a grifter. "Thirty years ago, the Reagan era, everyone was in lockstep with what we were saying," he said. "Now people say our message is outdated or elite or we're part of some machine."

Casey and I were talking on a sunny day this spring at Fenway Park (inevitably), where he was filming a promotional video for the Red Sox's Dropkick Murphy Bobblehead Night (July 11, in case you were wondering). Casey, who is tattooed up to the neck and carries himself like a bartender, is amused by the idea that anyone would consider him an elitist. He is, after all, a writer of both "Kiss Me, I'm Shitfaced" and "Smash Shit Up."

"They take the fact that we don't support Trump as us being shills for the Democrats," he said. "They love to call us cucks, which I find ironic because there's a good portion of MAGA that would probably step aside and let Donald Trump have their way with their significant other if he asked."

There's also a bit of grace to be found in the culture war, as Casey discovered at the now-famous Florida show.

"These two guys had their MAGA shirts and hats and a cardboard blowup of Trump's head, and they're in the front row, so they're definitely trolling," Casey said. "We've had this before, guys with MAGA hats just shoving it in people's faces."

Casey addressed the audience, first with an accusation: "Where the fuck are all the other punk bands?"

The answer is that the bands are scared, just like so many others. Punk bands are no exception, which is a small irony, given the oppositional iconoclasm of so much of punk, and the movement's anti-authoritarian roots.

It's striking that few singers, bands, and movie stars--so many of them reliably progressive when the stakes are trivial--seem willing to address the country's perilous political moment. (Casey's friend Bruce Springsteen is a noteworthy exception.) Intimidation works, and complicity is the norm, not the exception. "You've got the biggest bands running scared," Casey said.

The latest Dropkick Murphys album, For the People, is compensation for the silence of other quarters. Only a minority of the songs on the album address the political moment directly, but those that do were written in anger. The first single, "Who'll Stand for Us," addresses the betrayal of working Americans: "Through crime and crusade / Our labor, it's been stolen / We've been robbed of our freedom / We've been held down and beholden." Fury runs like a red streak through For the People.

"The reason we speak out is we don't care if we lose fans," Casey said from the stage in Florida. "When history is said and done, we want it known that Dropkick Murphys stood with the people and stood with the workers. And it's all a fucking scam, guys."

He then addressed the Trumpists in the front row. "I want to propose, in the name of decency and fairness--I'd like to propose a friendly wager. Do you support American workers? Of course you do. Do you support American business? Obviously. I don't know if you are aware, because we don't go around bragging about it, but Dropkick Murphys only sells American-made merchandise."

The wager was simple: He'd give the man in the Trump shirt $100 and a Dropkick Murphys T-shirt if his Trump shirt had been made in America. If the fan lost, he'd still get the Dropkick Murphy shirt.

Casey knows a safe bet. The shirt, of course, had been made in Nicaragua. But Casey felt no need to humiliate the Trumpist. "He's a good sport!" Casey told the cheering crowd. "He's taking the shirt off! We're taking crime off the street! God bless your fucking heart!"

After the show, Casey, as is his practice, left the stage through the audience, and talked to the Trump supporters. "There was him and his son, and they were the nicest two guys. It made me think, I have to get past the shirt and the hat, because they were almost doing it for a laugh, like it was their form of silent protest. This guy said, 'I've been coming to see you for 20 years. I consider you family, and I don't let politics come between family.' And I was like, Wow. It was a good lesson. But how many families out there in America have politics come between them, you know?"

Casey says that identity politics--and especially the exploitation of identity politics by Trump-aligned Republicans--alienate from the Democrats the sort of people he grew up with. Recently, the band performed at an anti-Trump protest at Boston's City Hall Plaza. Afterward, Casey told me, "even people I know said, 'Oh, you were at that rally? I always knew you were gay.'"

He continued, "This is why people in labor and the left want us to be involved in some of this protest. MAGA, they use this male-masculinity issue the way they use trans and woke to divide. They're teaching the young males that this is the soft party."

Although Casey personally leans Bernie philosophically, he's realistic about the left and about the Democratic Party's dysfunction. "If I think about all the people I know in my life that have shifted over to Trump voters--AOC ain't bringing them back. I actually like her, but it ain't happening."

Who else does he like? Someone who can speak to people outside the progressive bubble. He likes Kentucky Governor Andy Beshear, a successful Democratic governor of a red state. "I'm not against going full-on progressive," he said, "but if it's not going to be that, you got to find a centrist. It can't be mush. It's got to be someone who can speak the language of that working-class-male group that they seem to have lost. That's why I love the idea of a veteran, whether it's Wes Moore or Ruben Gallego, or even Adam Kinzinger, who's talking about running as a Democrat."

He'd rather not have to think about electoral politics this much, he said at Fenway. But he is still shocked that so many people in his life fell for Trumpism. "My father died when I was young, and I was raised by my grandfather, who was basically like, 'If I ever see you bullying someone, I'll kick the shit out of you. And if I ever see you back down from a bully, I'll kick the shit out of you.'"

"I've just never liked bullies," he continued, "and I don't understand people who do. It's really not that hard. I wish more people would see that it's not hard to stand up."
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The Feminine Pursuit of Swoleness

Casey Johnston's new book, <em>A Physical Education</em>, considers how weight lifting can help you unlearn diet culture.

by Julie Beck




You see it everywhere: A narrative of progress in two snapshots--before and after--that leaves the viewer to imagine what came in between. On the left, a body whose inhabitant is unhappy with it in some way. On the right, the same body but different, and--you're meant to understand--better.

On diet culture's greatest-hits album, the "before and after" is the lead single, an earworm that's hard to get out of your mind. Even when it's not being used explicitly to sell something (a meal regimen, a workout program), this diptych carries a promise that through the application of effort, you too can chisel yourself into a (supposedly) more appealing shape, which usually, but not always, means a smaller one.

Casey Johnston's new book, A Physical Education, tells a before-and-after story, too--one not of shrinkage but of growth, physical and otherwise. Johnston traces her journey from a life of joyless distance running, which she saw as "taking out bigger and bigger cardio loans to buy myself more calories," to the revelation of weight lifting. Her book incorporates memoir, science writing, and cultural critique, offering a technical breakdown of the effects of Johnston's time in the gym, as well as condemnations of diet culture's scams and hucksters. The book is not a how-to, but more of a why-to: Strength training, in Johnston's telling, reframes both body and mind. Before lifting, "I knew all the contours of treating myself like a deceitful degenerate, against whom I must maintain constant vigilance," she writes. After lifting, "all of the parts of myself that had been fighting each other" had become "united in the holy cause of getting strong as hell."

Johnston has been evangelizing and explaining weight lifting online for years, first with her "Ask a Swole Woman" online column and then with her independent newsletter, She's a Beast, along with a beginner's lifting-training guide, Liftoff: Couch to Barbell. Like any hobby, weight lifting generates plenty of online material, but much of it is aimed at an audience that already knows its way around a squat rack. Johnston stands out for her attunement to the needs and anxieties of true beginners--particularly those who are women, for whom pumping iron often requires a certain amount of unlearning.

Even after the rise of body positivity, women are still frequently confronted with unsolicited promotion for crash diets, told that "nothing tastes as good as skinny feels," and sold what Johnston calls "busywork bullshit" exercises--"Target love handles with these 10 moves"; "20 minutes to tone your arms"; etc.--designed to spot-treat so-called problem areas. Social media has supercharged the delivery of these messages; though there are plenty of supportive communities online, for every body-positive influencer, there seems to be another pushing food restriction and punishing workouts. The TikTok trend of "girl dinner" suggests that eating nothing but a plate of cheese cubes and almonds is an adorably feminine quirk rather than a repackaged eating disorder.

Read: The body-positivity movement is over

Johnston writes that since the age of 12, she'd been worrying about her weight, having internalized the message that "either I was small enough (and always getting smaller), or I was a disappointment."

This is the message that fueled my workouts for the longest time, too--that the point of exercise was weight loss or, at the very least, staving off weight gain. Working out was a chore or--even worse--torturous penance for failing to become the impossible ever-shrinking woman. It wasn't supposed to feel good; it definitely wasn't fun. After berating myself to go to the gym in the first place, I would pedal away on the elliptical for 30 to 40 minutes until I tasted blood in the back of my throat (seems fine and normal), and then perform a grab bag of whatever calisthenics might plausibly target my core, hating every second of it. None of this changed the fact that I would get winded walking up a flight of stairs, or nearly buckle under the weight of my carry-on while hoisting it into an airplane's overhead bin.

Eventually, seeking a less resentful relationship with exercise and my body, I dove into martial arts for several years, then decided to give weight lifting a try. Johnston's writing was a guide for me; I loosely followed her Liftoff program when I was getting started, and have been a regular reader of her newsletter. It turned out that picking up something heavy for a few sets of five reps, sitting down half the workout, and then going home and eating a big sloppy burger did far more to make me feel comfortable in my body than gasping my way through endless burpees and rewarding myself with a salad ever did.

Johnston's assertion that lifting "completely changed how I think and feel about the world and myself and everything" sounds like another of the fitness industry's wild overpromises. But I know what she means. I, too, have found that lifting can transform the way you relate to your body.

First and foremost, Johnston explains, it inverts what women are still too-often told about the goal of exercise. It builds up instead of whittling away; it favors function over aesthetics. Weight lifting makes you better at more than just lifting weights. Johnston writes about struggling with a 40-pound bag of cat litter before she began lifting; now she simply picks it up and carries it into her apartment. As I added weight to the barbell, I felt my muscles stabilize; the neck and back pain from my butt-sitting job faded; I stopped needing help with my overstuffed suitcases; and I even started walking differently--no longer flinging my skeleton around, but smoothly engaging actual muscles. When I do cardio, running is easier too.

Read: The protein madness is just getting started

Here's another thing: You gotta eat. It won't work if you don't. When Johnston crunched the numbers on how many calories her body would need to build muscle, she discovered that the 1,200-calorie diet she'd been living on for years was not going to cut it. For the lifting to do anything, she'd need to eat more. Like, a lot more. Protein, especially.

Going from a mindset of restriction to making sure that she was eating enough shifted how Johnston felt in her body. She had more energy; she was no longer constantly cold. She felt like "a big, beautiful horse." As for me, before lifting, I had never so viscerally felt the obvious truth that food is fuel, that what and how much I eat shapes what my body can do and how it feels.

Yet even these discoveries cannot always overcome the influence of diet culture. When Johnston starts to allow herself more calories, at first she fears "the worst fate that could befall a woman who bravely ate more: gaining three, or even five, pounds." The most heartbreaking scene in the book illustrates how difficult it can be to put your weapons down after a lifetime of treating your body like the enemy. Johnston tries to spread the good word of weight lifting to her mother, whom she describes as a perpetual dieter and a practiced commentator on any fluctuations in Johnston's weight. It doesn't go well. After they take a frustrating trip to the gym together, Johnston asks, "What is it you're so afraid of?" Her mom replies that she doesn't want to become "one of those fat old women" whom "no one likes."

"I can think of lots of fat old women that many people love," Johnston tries.

"But they wouldn't love me."

That's the well I think so many of us are still trying to climb out of: the belief that a woman's worth always lies in her desirability, that desirability takes only one shape, and that if she doesn't live up to the impossible standard, she should at least be working apologetically toward correcting that.

Even if you think you've made it out, the foot soldiers of diet culture are always looking to pull you back in. I've followed some lifting-related accounts on Instagram; the algorithm seems to have interpreted that as free rein to bombard me with reels of "weight-loss journeys," "bodyweight exercises for hot girlies," and the like. Every other celebrity seems to be on Ozempic now, and apparently, "thin is in" again. I admit I spiraled a little when I went up a size in all my clothes, even though I'd gotten bigger on purpose.

Rebecca Johns: A diet writer's regrets

Lifting culture, too, has its trapdoors back into disordered thinking. As Lauren Michele Jackson points out in her review of A Physical Education for The New Yorker, the idea that focusing on strength frees you from being preoccupied with looks is naive. Weight lifting can come with its own set of metrics and obsessions: Eating enough protein and hitting your macros can replace calorie restriction; instead of fixating on thinness, perhaps now you want a juicy ass or rippling biceps. The practice can be fraught in a different way for men, who are told that maximal swoleness is their optimal form. The same activity can be a key or a cage, depending on your point of view.

But weight lifting has stuck, for me and I think for Johnston, because it can also change the way one thinks about achievement. It serves as a pretty good metaphor for a balanced approach to striving that eschews both the Lean In-girlboss hustle and its "I don't dream of labor" anti-ambition backlash. Not running until your tank is empty and then running some more, but rather fueling yourself enough to push just a bit further than you have before. Letting the gains accumulate slowly, a little more weight at a time. And most important, learning that rest is part of the rhythm of progress. You punctuate your workouts with full days off. You do your reps, and then you just sit there for a couple of minutes. You work, and then you recover.

While I'm resting, I often eat sour candies out of a fanny pack. I saw some powerlifters on Instagram eating candy before tackling a big lift--the idea being that the quick-metabolizing sugary carbs give you a little boost of energy. I don't care if this is scientifically sound. (I'm serious, don't email me.) I'm more excited to work out when I know that it's also my candy time. The gym has morphed from a torture chamber to a place of challenge, effort, rest, and pleasure, all of which, it turns out, can coexist.

And failure is part of the mix, too. As Johnston writes, "Building strength is about pressing steadily upward on one's current limits"; if you're doing it right, your attempts will sometimes exceed your ability. That's how you know you're challenging yourself enough.

Sometimes failure involves gassing out on an attempt to squat heavier than you have ever squatted, and sometimes it's more like slipping on the banana peel of an old, unhealthy thought pattern. Both will knock you on your ass for a bit. But that's part of it. "Progress could be about going backward, letting go," Johnston writes. "Before and after" images are only snapshots. Outside the frame, the body, and the self, keep evolving.
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RFK Jr.'s Confusing Disdain for Medicaid

The health secretary is cheering on cuts that would worsen America's health woes.

by Nicholas Florko




For Robert F. Kennedy Jr., "Make America healthy again" is far more than a nice slogan. His cosmic purpose in life, he has said, is to fix the country's health woes. "The first thing I've done every morning for the past 20 years is to get on my knees and pray to God that he would put me in a position to end the chronic-disease epidemic," Kennedy told senators during his confirmation hearing in January. As health secretary, he has continued to emphasize his commitment to that goal. But yesterday, Kennedy cheered a move that is all but guaranteed to make America less healthy.



Trump's "Big Beautiful Bill," which the Senate passed yesterday, includes provisions that would dramatically change Medicaid, the government program that provides health insurance primarily to low-income people. The bill requires a significant portion of Medicaid enrollees to work in order to access benefits, and creates other barriers for people enrolling in the program. All told, it would kick nearly 12 million people off health insurance by 2034, according to an estimate from the nonpartisan Congressional Budget Office. If the bill passes the House, it will then head to President Donald Trump, who will sign it into law.



Medicaid is an expensive program, and the White House has said that more stringently policing who can access it will root out fraud and save funds for the neediest Americans. (Fraud is indeed a problem with the program.) Kennedy, who oversees Medicaid as the head of Health and Human Services, has echoed that message. Yesterday, he posted on X that the bill will allow the Trump administration "to deliver better care to America's most vulnerable citizens." But nearly the entire medical establishment warns that slashing Medicaid and limiting access to medical care would have grave consequences for Americans' health. The American Hospital Association has said the bill "will result in irreparable harm to our health care system." The American College of Emergency Physicians has said that it "will have dangerous ripple effects that impact anyone in need of lifesaving emergency care."



Kennedy has argued several times that the number of people on Medicaid needs to shrink. In a recent congressional hearing, Kennedy argued that Medicaid should be for only "poor children," "mothers," and "the disabled," rather than "able-bodied people who are not looking for jobs." During his Senate confirmation hearing, Kennedy made clear that his problem with Medicaid is unsatisfactory outcomes. "We are spending $900 billion, and our people are getting sicker every single year," he said. (An HHS spokesperson didn't respond to a request for comment.)



But cutting Medicaid would directly undermine Kennedy's MAHA agenda. Many of the sickest Americans are on Medicaid, and they might not otherwise be able to afford health insurance. The program allows them to access care for the kinds of diseases that RFK Jr. is set on remedying. Nine in 10 adults who are on Medicaid and have chronic conditions report seeing a doctor in the past year, versus just 63 percent of uninsured adults, according to KFF, a nonpartisan organization.



There's a lot for Kennedy to like in the services Medicaid provides. The health secretary is perhaps the most outspoken advocate for the concept that food is medicine, but Medicaid has long embraced the idea. Every state runs its own Medicaid program, and Massachusetts, for example, provides healthy meals to people with certain diet-related conditions. This pilot program has reduced hospitalizations by nearly a quarter, according to one study. Kennedy has also cited his longtime advocacy for people with disabilities. Several states, including California, pay for aides who can help disabled enrollees with personal-care tasks. Some will even pay for renovations to make homes more accessible, ensuring that people with disabilities can live more independently.



With his framing on Medicaid, Kennedy has reversed the causes and effects of America's health woes. He is right to point out that Medicaid serves an incredibly sick population. Adults below the poverty line are roughly twice as likely to report only fair or poor health compared with the entire U.S. population, according to the CDC. But Medicaid is part of the solution, not the problem itself.
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The Trend Disrupting Conventional Housing Wisdom

A conversation with Roge Karma about whether the Sun Belt is going the way of Los Angeles and San Francisco

by Stephanie Bai


Single-family homes in a residential neighborhood in San Marcos, Texas (Jordan Vonderhaar / Bloomberg / Getty)



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.


Conventional housing wisdom dictates that if you can't afford Los Angeles or New York City, try Austin or Atlanta. For years, astronomical prices, labyrinthine zoning laws, and dwindling square footage have driven renters and homeowners out of big coastal cities in droves. Their search for more affordable zip codes has frequently landed them in the Sun Belt, a region that stretches across America's Southeast and Southwest.

But where some people struck housing gold, others are now seeing diminishing returns. In a recent story titled "The Whole Country Is Starting to Look Like California," my colleague Roge Karma reported that "over the past decade, the median home price has increased by 134 percent in Phoenix, 133 percent in Miami, 129 percent in Atlanta, and 99 percent in Dallas"--and these rates outpace New York, Los Angeles, and San Francisco. Maybe Sun Belt cities aren't as different from their coastal counterparts as we once thought. I spoke with Roge to figure out what that might mean for the rest of the country.



Stephanie Bai: You point to research suggesting that housing development in Sun Belt cities right now is at a similar point to big coastal cities 20 years ago. How does this trend challenge what experts thought they knew about those regions?

Roge Karma: The way that experts think about the U.S. housing market is really a tale of two housing markets. The commonly held opinion, and it's been borne out by the data, is that it is really hard to build housing on the coasts, where anti-growth liberals impose excessive land-use regulations and zoning laws. Then you have the second housing market, which is the Sun Belt. This includes cities such as Miami and Phoenix and Dallas and Austin, which are building a seemingly endless supply of cheap housing under what appear to be looser regulations.

But lately, you're seeing prices spike in the same areas that used to be a refuge from spiking prices. Over the past 25 years, the rate of housing production in some major Sun Belt cities has fallen by half or more. Our housing market used to work in a very specific way: A problem on the coast was being solved by this pressure-release valve in the Sun Belt. But now that pressure-release valve is getting cut off.

Stephanie: How can the Sun Belt avoid looking like the next California?

Roge: One thing that became really clear to me was that these places that seem so different are actually suffering from the same affliction. I was surprised to find that the zoning regulations in some Sun Belt cities weren't actually that much better than those in the coastal cities--that a lot of laws on the books were very similar and very restrictive. The way that Sun Belt cities were able to get around it was just by sprawling, and now that they're starting to hit the limits of their sprawl, those same laws are a lot more binding.

Stephanie: Another big factor you cite for why development has slowed in the Sun Belt is NIMBYism. You described it as "the seemingly universal human tendency to put down roots and then oppose new development." That psychology is fascinating to me--why do you think that impulse is so universal?

Roge: One explanation is pure and simple economics. In America, people's fortunes are largely bound up in their homes. If you allow a lot of development around you, the value of your home could fall.

A second dynamic, and I've been influenced here by a paper by David Broockman and others, is an aesthetic one. Their research found that homeowners in cities are less opposed to new development than renters outside of cities are. Their explanation is that a lot of your position on new development comes down to your aesthetic preferences. I live in a neighborhood in D.C. that has high-rises everywhere. I moved there because I like density, and I like what it brings--diversity, good restaurants--whereas someone who moves to a suburb of Dallas might have moved there because they want more space, because they like white-picket-fence homes. Then all of a sudden, when a high-rise is proposed near them, they're worried about that aesthetic changing. I think it's a combination of materialism and aesthetic preference, and then a darker side: a reflexive opposition to newcomers, especially when those newcomers are different from you.

Stephanie: If that mindset is so entrenched, can policy alone help overcome that impulse?

Roge: Policy isn't going to change people's psychology, but here's what it can do: It can change laws that allow people who have this NIMBYism tendency to have outsize influence. If a state decides that they don't want to have as much development, that's one thing. If one or two homeowners get to decide to block development, that's another thing. We can at least make it so that a small group of people aren't able to block development that would help hundreds, maybe even thousands, of people.

Stephanie: Speaking of big policy shifts, California recently rolled back a monumental environmental law that had been used to delay housing development in the state. How do you take that news? Will California start to look less like the paragon of the housing crisis in America?

Roge: The California Environmental Quality Act is well known by housing activists everywhere. And you're right, it's a law that was originally created to protect the environment but has been weaponized to block not only dense housing but also solar farms and transit and other things that would actually reduce emissions. I'm very happy to see it reformed--that's a step in the right direction.

But California's housing crisis has been metastasizing for decades; I don't know if one change is going to have a big impact right away. I have much more hope for the Sun Belt states. One reason I focus on them in my story is that a lot of those cities aren't that far gone. Raleigh, North Carolina, recently responded to the demand for housing with a slate of new reforms that made it much easier to build apartments and dense housing in more places, especially near transit.

Stephanie: Maybe that's the answer to my earlier question. The Sun Belt states can avoid becoming the next California if they take action on housing and zoning policies now.

Roge: Exactly. They can look at California and see their future.

Related:

	The whole country is starting to look like California.
 	Why people won't stop moving to the Sun Belt (From 2023)
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The Making of Kurt Vonnegut's Cat's Cradle

By Noah Hawley

When he arrived in Dresden, Vonnegut and his fellow POWs were put to work in a malted-syrup factory, making food for Germans that the POWs were not themselves allowed to eat. The guards were cruel, the work exhausting. Vonnegut was singled out and badly beaten. One night, as air-raid sirens roared, Vonnegut and the other POWs were herded into the basement of a slaughterhouse, huddling among the sides of beef as the city above them was bombed ...
 Vonnegut described it this way in a letter to his family: "On about February 14th the Americans came over, followed by the R.A.F." The combined forces "destroyed all of Dresden--possibly the world's most beautiful city. But not me."


Read the full article.
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Listen. Through the unconventional symbol of a Puerto Rican toad, Bad Bunny's latest project captures the pain of culture loss, Valerie Trapp writes.

Try this on for size. Claire McCardell changed fashion forever, Julia Turner writes. The designer advocated for pockets, denim, and ballet flats, revolutionizing clothing for women.
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The Disturbing Implications of the Diddy Verdict

The music mogul was acquitted of his most serious charges. What comes next?

by Spencer Kornhaber




Less than two years ago, the public image of Sean "Diddy" Combs started to shift from playboy to villain: to the raging boyfriend caught beating Cassie Ventura on a hotel camera; the alleged criminal kingpin facing federal prosecution; the mastermind of an elite sex cult, according to online conspiracy theorists. He was broadly painted as (and assiduously denied being) the sort of man who used money and power to pursue his desires no matter the harm to those around him. Now that a verdict has been rendered in his case, expect another reputational shift--a redemption story, unearned though it may be.

After a seven-week trial in a Manhattan federal courthouse, the music mogul has been convicted of two charges of transportation to engage in prostitution. These are serious offenses that together carry possible sentences of up to 20 years in prison. But they are less grave than the other crimes he was acquitted of--two counts of sex trafficking, and one count of racketeering--which each could have brought a life sentence. Combs had pleaded not guilty to all of the charges against him, and his family cheered in court after the verdict was read. "Mr. Combs has been given his life by this jury," his lawyer Marc Agnifilo said in court.

The saga began in November 2023, when the singer Cassie Ventura filed a lawsuit against Combs, the producer and rapper known for both hits such as "It's All About the Benjamins" and business endeavors such as Bad Boy Records. Ventura, who'd signed to his label as a young woman and then dated him, alleged that he'd abused and manipulated her for years. She said he'd repeatedly pressured her to participate in "freak-offs": orgies involving sex workers and drug use that sometimes lasted for days. Combs settled the lawsuit after one day for a reported $20 million. But many of its details were central to the federal case, which was filed in September 2024.

During the trial, prosecutors alleged that Combs had used intimidation, violence, blackmail, and drugs to coerce Ventura and another ex-girlfriend, identified as Jane, to perform sexually. An assistant, identified as Mia, testified that Combs had repeatedly sexually assaulted her. Combs's defense highlighted text messages and other bits of evidence that suggested these women were actually willing participants in his lifestyle, and raised suspicion about the fact that these alleged victims continued their relationships with the rapper even after alleged instances of abuse. The two sex-trafficking charges against Combs hinged on the thorny question of what consent means within the context of a relationship in which a man alternately hurts a woman and lavishes her with affection and gifts. On the stand, Jane said that she loves Combs to this day.

But the case was not only about consent. Federal lawyers also pursued a charge of racketeering conspiracy, an allegation traditionally affiliated with Mafia prosecutions. They alleged that Combs used his employees to help him procure sex workers and secure drugs for freak-offs, as well as to commit arson (the burning of a car owned by the rapper Kid Cudi after he became involved with Ventura) and kidnapping (an assistant alleged that Combs and his team repeatedly detained her against her will). Combs's lawyers denied many of the granular allegations--Combs was not involved in any arson and didn't kidnap anyone, they said--while portraying the broader racketeering charge as preposterous. Combs, they insisted, ran a legitimate business empire, not a criminal syndicate.

Now that Combs has been acquitted of all but the most cut-and-dry charges--transporting people across state lines for the purposes of prostitution--the obvious question to ask is whether prosecutors overreached. The RICO statute allowed prosecutors to sweep a variety of smaller alleged infractions--such as bribery and drug possession with intent to distribute--into one flashy, sprawling charge that carried a potential life sentence. But the underlying law is a complex one that requires the jury to think that at least two people agreed to commit at least two crimes. A conviction necessitates a belief of guilt beyond a reasonable doubt--and the defense worked, at every turn, to sow doubt.

Read: The transparent cruelties of Diddy's entertainment machine

But the conversation about the case isn't likely to focus on technical matters for very long. Popular culture loves martyrs; it loves comeback stories; frankly, it loves men. In our current broligarchic era, plenty of guys who were culturally shunned during the #MeToo movement are returning to prominence while being cheered as avenging underdogs. In court, Combs's lawyers primed him to be thought of in just this manner, arguing that he was a successful guy who'd found himself victimized by bitter, money-grubbing exes. Race will likely offer another lens through which Combs's supporters will undermine the validity of his conviction. At the beginning of the trial, his lawyers moved to dismiss the prostitution charges of which Combs is now guilty by citing the fact that the underlying law has racist origins. Now you can expect any commentators whose agenda it suits to rally around Combs as a man, and specifically a Black man, enduring persecution.

Our legal system is certainly tarnished and faulty, and criminal court has never been a reliable venue of justice for women who say they were victimized by powerful men. But even as Combs and his supporters celebrate, the disturbing implications of his case grow. Dozens of civil lawsuits by people who have accused him of a variety of offenses are still pending (he denies culpability in all of them). And the tape of Combs beating Ventura in a hotel hallway in 2016 remains, as one of his own lawyers put it, "indefensible." Yet a defense is no doubt on its way.
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The Bad Bunny Video That Captures the Cost of Gentrification

The artist's latest project transforms an unconventional figure into a symbol.

by Valerie Trapp




At the Brookfield Zoo, near Chicago, sloshing inside bags of oxygen and water, thousands of tadpoles await their transformation into what the Chicago Tribune has already dubbed "celebrity amphibians." A few months ago, the sapo concho was bound for extinction. The native Puerto Rican toad has long been endangered on the island thanks to habitat loss and invasive species. Yet fame, then fortune, found the concho: In January, Bad Bunny released his latest album, Debi Tirar Mas Fotos, as well as a short film of the same name, both of which feature a cartoon concho. After the record's chart-topping release, the Puerto Rican Crested Toad Conservancy received donations toward funding a new breeding center on the island; the Brookfield Zoo's long-standing conservation efforts also got a media boost. And the concho found fans across the world--especially among people who see its plight as analogous to their own, and who have latched on to it as a symbol of resilience.

Along with its toad envoy, Bad Bunny's sprawling DTMF project has, as a whole, become anthemic for those facing displacement worldwide. The track "Lo Que Le Paso a Hawaii" ("What Happened to Hawaii"), for one, is a prophetic lamentation in which Bad Bunny urges Puerto Rico not to end up like Hawaii, referencing the cultural erosion and gentrification that has accompanied Hawaiian statehood; the song has been covered and close-read not just by Puerto Ricans but also by native Hawaiians, Dominicans, Costa Ricans, and Ecuadorians, who note their land's parallel struggles. "DTMF"--the album's nostalgic title track, which features the chorus "I should've taken more pictures when I had you"--has been called the "unofficial anthem of the Palestinian people" and the "soundtrack for Gaza's visual archive" by some journalists, having been used on social media to accompany videos of life in Gaza and Lebanon taken before the events of October 7. ("I hope my people never move away," sings a discordant crew of voices on "DTMF," sounding like an otherworldly band of ancestors.)

But the 13-minute Debi Tirar Mas Fotos short film, which Bad Bunny co-wrote and co-directed with the filmmaker Ari Maniel Cruz Suarez, is the DTMF project's most poignant discussion of displacement. It speaks to the cultural erasure that threatens dispossessed people everywhere, the feeling of slowly losing a homeland--comparable to the ache of phantom limb. Bad Bunny's film brings this concept--often discussed using dry academic jargon--to life in a particularly inventive way: He throws viewers into a sensory-deprivation-tank model of Puerto Rico, in which the sounds and sights that define its culture seem to be going extinct. Debi Tirar Mas Fotos proposes that, when Puerto Rican politicians respond insufficiently and callously to ecological disasters and cater to outside investors more than locals--as Bad Bunny has often noted they do--the island loses what makes it Puerto Rico: its music, its culture, its people.

The film highlights this tension through an allegory of an old man and a toad. The characters are more symbolic than specific, the kind of stand-ins that displaced people anywhere might relate to. The man (played by Jacobo Morales) is seemingly one of the few Puerto Ricans left in his nameless neighborhood; he is listed in the credits only as "Senor." His friend Concho is an anthropomorphic version of the endangered amphibian. Together, the film suggests, the two represent the Puerto Ricans, human and nonhuman, who are being ousted from the island by, among other factors, poor governance and social inequality.

Displacement isn't a new subject for Bad Bunny: The artist's 2022 song "El Apagon" features the chorus "What belongs to me, they'll keep it to themselves," followed by "This is my beach, this is my sun / This is my land, this is me." His music video for the track took the form of a 22-minute documentary by the journalist Bianca Graulau; it was packed with reporting on how tax breaks have made it easy for investors to buy up properties, outprice locals, and develop luxury rentals across Puerto Rico. These critiques are undergirded by Bad Bunny's long-standing devotion to the island, which has been amplified in recent appearances he's made to promote his latest record. Take the Puerto Rican flag he projected onto Saturday Night Live's stage in May during a performance, or his upcoming summer residency in San Juan, aptly titled "No Me Quiero Ir de Aqui" ("I Don't Want to Leave Here").

Read: Bad Bunny has it all--and that's the problem

The Debi Tirar Mas Fotos short film, though, excels at depicting cultural upheaval: Instead of relying on headlines, as in the "El Apagon" music video, Bad Bunny slips viewers into an off-kilter dreamscape--a Puerto Rico with barely any Puerto Ricans. Senor and Concho's community looks like a deserted Epcot version of the island. The empty streets are awash in pastel hues. When Senor strolls to the local bakery to get a treat, he encounters only a pair of young English speakers consulting their phones for directions and a grilling, football-playing family with drawling southern accents, whose patriarch gives Senor a "get off my lawn" stare. The cafe exudes a watered-down Caribbean vibe--it's called the Flamboyan Bakery, after Puerto Rico's renowned flame tree, and quickly sells out of its vegan spin-off of the quesito pastry. Its menu is in English, and we seldom hear Spanish spoken among its employees and clientele. When Senor tries to pay in cash, he's told that the store is a "cashless environment." All of this may leave the viewer feeling disoriented: Is this really Puerto Rico?

There's also nary a reggaeton or salsa tune in the film's first act, which may add to the confusion. Only English-language country and emo-rock songs float out of the homes Senor passes. Not until the old man returns home from the pricey cafe, two-thirds into the film, do the longing plucks of a bolero song start to play (a snippet of "Turista," off Debi Tirar Mas Fotos). It scores a small, more classical portrait of Caribbean life; Senor places a moka pot on a gas stove, cuts up bread, and pours his cafecito into a little green cup. After a long, uncanny absence--and among the overall strangeness of the town--the bolero riffs land on the viewer like an emotive tidal wave, flooding the largely muted streets with sound. At the bakery, Senor seemed uncomfortable, forced to speak halting English; at home, with his daily tasks scored by swooning traditional tunes, he looks at ease once again. His house becomes an oasis of local Puerto Rican music in a neighborhood that appears to be quickly forgetting its culture.

This scarce use of Caribbean music feels intentional: One of the effects of gentrification, Bad Bunny proposes, is silence. Throughout the DTMF album, Bad Bunny laments how many Puerto Ricans have been forced to leave the island amid financial struggles and environmental disasters such as Hurricane Maria; this is most notable on "Lo Que Le Paso a Hawaii," in which he notes that "no one here wanted to leave, and those who left dream of returning." (As of 2018, more Puerto Ricans live outside Puerto Rico than on the island; the same is true of native Hawaiians and Palestinians in their respective lands.) The DTMF short film makes their absence palpable. "Did you hear that? That music!" the old man says to Concho, when a red sedan drives by their front porch playing reggaeton (Bad Bunny's "Eoo"). The old man is moved. "You barely see that anymore," he says of the car moseying past. "I miss hearing the young people hanging out, the motorcycles--the sound of the neighborhood." Senor and Concho, it seems, live in a community that has turned its volume down, now that most of its Puerto Rican inhabitants have left.

Read: Why do rich people love quiet?

Yet Bad Bunny offers up one possible way for Puerto Ricans both on and off the island--and any group facing similar trials--to resist the cultural erasure that can accompany displacement. The proposal: to joyfully tout their music and traditional symbols. It's an idea that's threaded through the DTMF album, which is full of imperative lyrics such as "Don't let go of the flag nor forget the le-lo-lai" (a lyrical scat often used in jibaro music, a folk genre that originated in the Puerto Rican countryside). The accompanying film ends on a similar note, as Concho and Senor, the everymen of the island, model a moment of cultural pride. Concho suggests that his friend shake up the neighborhood's ghostly quiet; why not drive around blaring some perreo bops?

The old man entertains this idea, though only as a daydream. In his mind's eye, he sees himself behind the wheel of a Jeep, the windows down. He's blasting Bad Bunny's song "Velda" throughout the hilly, vacant streets. It's a triumphant, defiant vignette--an assertion that, as the old man tells Concho, "seguimos aqui." We're still here.
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Twenty-Four Hours of Authoritarianism

<span>Donald Trump had a very busy Tuesday.</span>

by Jonathan Chait




Not long ago, I ran into an old friend, a well-regarded Democratic intellectual who recently has moved to my right, but who still holds liberal values and is not a Donald Trump supporter. After we commiserated about the excesses of the far left, I mentioned offhandedly that Trump's maniacal authoritarianism makes the fact that Democrats can't get their act together so much worse.

He reacted, to my surprise, with indignation. Trump wasn't canceling elections, he protested, nor was he calling brownshirts into the streets. So how could I call the president authoritarian?

Many highly educated Americans share my friend's intuition. They believe that if elections are occurring and criticism of the president is not banned outright, then democracy is not under threat. They fail to see the administration's slow-moving efforts to break down the norms and institutional barriers that otherwise inhibit the ruling party from asphyxiating its opposition. Political scientists who study democracy have a term that clarifies the phenomenon: democratic backsliding. Backslide far enough, and you end up in something called "competitive authoritarianism." Elections are still held, but the ruling party has commandeered so many institutions in society and has violated so many laws to enhance its own power that the opposition hardly stands a chance. These are dry phrases, but they capture the way in which democracy and authoritarianism are not binary alternatives, but values that lie on a continuum.

Steven Levitsky: The new authoritarianism

I thought back to my friend's comments yesterday, because in a single day, Trump took or was revealed to have taken six shocking new assaults on liberal democracy. They would have been shocking, anyway, before he spent a decade bludgeoning our civic nerve endings to the point where these things now register as mere routine politics.

Yesterday alone:

1. Trump floated the notion of arresting New York City Democratic mayoral nominee Zohran Mamdani. The president was responding to a question about Mamdani's promise to "stop masked ICE agents from deporting our neighbors." But he proceeded to suggest that he was explicitly targeting Mamdani's political beliefs--"We don't need a communist in this country"--and publicly entertained the groundless accusation that Mamdani, a U.S. citizen, is "here illegally."

2. Trump threatened to prosecute CNN for reporting on the existence of an app that allows users to alert one another to ICE activity and on a Defense Intelligence Agency preliminary analysis suggesting that American air strikes had set back Iran's nuclear program by only a few months. "We're working with the Department of Justice to see if we can prosecute them for that," Homeland Security Secretary Kristi Noem announced, referring to the ICE-app story, "because what they're doing is actively encouraging people to avoid law enforcement activities, operations and we're going to actually go after them and prosecute them." Trump endorsed Noem's threat, and added, "They may be prosecuted also for giving false reports on the attack on Iran."

3. The president mused about the prospect of financially punishing Elon Musk for criticizing the Republican megabill. "No more Rocket launches, Satellites, or Electric Car Production, and our Country would save a FORTUNE," he wrote on Truth Social. "Perhaps we should have DOGE take a good, hard, look at this? BIG MONEY TO BE SAVED!!!"

To examples such as these, my friend might reply that Trump doesn't always deliver on his rhetoric. That is true, but only to a point. Especially in his second term, Trump follows through on quite a lot of his threats. Indeed, yesterday's litany of authoritarian moves is not limited to words. It includes at least three actions:

4. The New York Times reported that Trump has appointed Jared L. Wise to the Justice Department's Weaponization Working Group. In 2023, federal prosecutors had charged Wise, a former FBI agent, for participating in the storming of the Capitol on January 6, 2021, allegedly egging on fellow rioters to assault police officers with shouts of "Kill 'em! Kill 'em! Kill 'em!" Like the rest of the January 6 defendants, Wise was pardoned on the first day of Trump's second term. Now he is working under Ed Martin, a fellow supporter of Trump's efforts to secure an unelected second term in 2021, and who has tried to intimidate various administration targets with a variety of legal and extralegal punishments.

Tom Nichols: Ed Martin has completely disqualified himself

5. The administration impounded $7 billion of Education Department funding for after-school and summer programs, English learners, teacher training, and other school functions. The funds had been appropriated by Congress, but Trump once again decided to seize the power of the purse from Congress for himself, in violation of the structure laid out by the Constitution.

6. Paramount, the parent company of CBS, settled a groundless nuisance lawsuit Trump had filed against the CBS show 60 Minutes. The suit absurdly claims that Trump suffered mental distress because the show aired an interview with Kamala Harris in 2024 that had been edited for length (which is, in fact, standard practice in television news, as Trump and his lawyers surely know). The only apparent reason Paramount settled was to grease the skids for the Trump administration to approve the company's bid to buy a Hollywood studio. (The company has denied that this was its motivation.)

None of these moves is a one-off. All follow what has become standard practice in the second Trump term. The president has declared a new order in which the supporters of his insurrection have been vindicated and freed from any consequences for their crimes, the president claims sole authority over the government's powers of spending and regulation, and these powers are to be used only to punish his enemies and reward his friends.

This new order, if unchecked, will at some point reach a level at which opposition becomes prohibitively dangerous and the commanding heights of business, media, and academia all submit to Trump's whims. We might not arrive at that end point. But it is very clearly where Trump is trying to take us.
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Photos: Europe Swelters Under a Heat Dome

Residents and tourists across Europe have been enduring days of oppressive heat, doing whatever they can to keep cool. On Monday, one region in Portugal reached a record-setting temperature of 46.6 degrees Celsius.

by Alan Taylor


Women look on as a man stands in a fountain to cool off on a hot summer day, in Berlin, Germany, on July 2, 2025. (Lisi Niesner / Reuters)




A polar bear cools down on a pile of ice that was brought to its enclosure on a hot and sunny day at the Prague Zoo, Czech Republic, on July 1, 2025. (Petr David Josek / AP)




A beverage supplier rests in Frankfurt, Germany, on July 2, 2025. (Michael Probst / AP)






A pharmacy sign displays a temperature of 45 degrees Celsius (113 degrees Fahrenheit) in Thionville, France, on July 2, 2025. (Jean-Christophe Verhaegen / AFP / Getty)




Beachgoers enjoy the seaside as temperatures rise across the U.K., in Brighton, England, on June 30, 2025. (Carlos Jasso / Reuters)




Residents at the Ter Biest house for elderly persons dip their feet in a wading pool as a heat wave grips Europe, in Grimbergen, Belgium, on June 30, 2025. (Yves Herman / Reuters)






Veronika Erjavec of Slovenia uses an ice bag to cool off during her first-round women's-singles match against Marta Kostyuk of Ukraine at the Wimbledon Tennis Championships in London, on July 1, 2025. (Kirsty Wigglesworth / AP)




A man runs on a small road on the outskirts of Frankfurt, Germany, on July 1, 2025. (Michael Probst / AP)




An Icelandic horse drinks water from a hose at a stud farm in Wehrheim, near Frankfurt, Germany, on June 30, 2025. (Michael Probst / AP)






Beachgoers look at rising flames and smoke from a wildfire burning in the village of Vourvourou, in the Halkidiki peninsula, Greece, on July 2, 2025. (Fedja Grulovic / Reuters)




Antoine von Luchem jumps with his surfboard on the artificial Eisbach wave in the English Garden in Munich, on June 30, 2025. (Peter Kneffel / DPA / Reuters)




A man takes advantage of the shade of a palm tree to protect himself from the sun, on a hot day at the beach in Barcelona, Spain, on July 2, 2025. (Emilio Morenatti / AP)






People have fun with water and foam during a heat wave in the Vallcarca neighborhood, in Barcelona, Spain, on July 2, 2025. (Marc Asensio / NurPhoto / Getty)




A winegrower working at the Romanee Conti estate protects himself from the sun with an umbrella as temperatures in France expected to soar beyond 40 degrees Celsius (104 degrees Fahrenheit), in Vosne Romanee, France, on July 1, 2025. (Arnaud Finistre / AFP / Getty)




A woman in a swimsuit cools off in the Trocadero Fountain, in front of the Eiffel Tower, in Paris, on July 2, 2025. (Dimitar Dilkoff / AFP / Getty)






Tourists stand in front of a cooling fan installed outside the Colosseum, in Rome, Italy, on June 30, 2025. (Remo Casilli / Reuters)




A young woman plunges her head into the cool water of a fountain at the Lustgarten park on Museum Island, in Berlin, on July 2, 2025. (Tobias Schwarz / AFP / Getty)




A dog romps through shallow water to cool off during a heat wave in Antwerp, Belgium, on July 1, 2025. (Virginia Mayo / AP)
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Trump's Betrayal of Ukraine

Bridget Brink, the former ambassador to Ukraine, on that country's war with Russia, America's betrayal of Ukraine, and why she resigned

by David Frum
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On this episode of The David Frum Show, The Atlantic's David Frum opens with a warning: The United States' support for Ukraine is collapsing under Donald Trump's second term--and with it, the global system of peace and security that has protected Americans for decades. David explains what Trump's latest actions reveal about his motivations, and why Ukraine's survival may now depend on the outcome of the 2024 election.

Then David is joined by the former U.S. ambassador to Ukraine and now Democratic congressional candidate Bridget Brink, who served under both President Biden and President Trump. They discuss the true stakes of the war, the failure of the Trump administration to develop or execute a coherent Ukraine policy, and why Brink ultimately chose to resign her post. She offers a firsthand account of life in Kyiv during the early days of the full-scale invasion, the dangers facing American diplomats in war zones, and the institutional breakdowns now threatening U.S. foreign policy from within.

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. I'm speaking to you today from the offices of The Picton Gazette, one of the oldest continuously published newspapers in all of Canada. It's Canada Day week here in Canada, and many of our usual facilities are closed. So I'm very grateful to the editors and publishers of the Gazette for making their offices available to me to record this opening discussion.

My guest this week will be Ambassador Bridget Brink, who was appointed by President Biden as ambassador to Ukraine and then served under President Trump until her resignation earlier this year. Ambassador Brink is now running for Congress for the Democratic nomination in Michigan's Seventh District. Our conversation was recorded before she made that announcement.

Before I turn to our conversation about Ukraine and the struggle for independence, and about the inconsistent and unfavorable attitude of the Trump administration toward Ukraine that she observed as ambassador, I want to say a few personal words about what is at stake in this Ukrainian cause.

The United States has built, since 1945, an extraordinary system of peace and security embracing much of the planet. It is a system from which many countries benefit, but Americans too. That Americans do not need to learn a second language in most cases; that they can travel about the world with a feeling of security; that when they do business, they do business under legal systems that are often inspired by the American example; that when they travel as tourists or students or in any capacity, they can put down a credit card, and if they have a dispute, have that credit card dispute adjudicated, usually under American law--all of those things that we take for granted as we move about a world that is ever more accommodating to the American way of life and to American interests, all of that is one of the prizes for the American investment in global peace and security.

Now, that system of peace and security received one of its severest tests when Russia accelerated its attack on Ukraine. The war began in 2014 with the attack on Crimea and the occupation of Crimea. But in February of 2022, Russia made a direct lunge for the capital, Kyiv. The heroism and endurance of Ukrainian soldiers beat back the Russians, and Ukraine has continued to fight for its independence to this day. This is a war not about boundaries, but about Ukraine's sovereign existence. The Russians and President Putin, their dictator, have made it very clear that what they are offended by is that Ukraine imagines it has any right to exist as an independent nation at all.

As Putin has told many people, including American interviewers--including pet American interviewers, like Tucker Carlson when Tucker Carlson interviewed Vladimir Putin--what this war is about from Putin's point of view is that Ukraine is not a country. It's just part of Russia. It has no history. It has no language. It has no literature. It has no right to be any kind of separate people at all. It's little Russia, in his mind, that must be ruled forever by big Russia. The Ukrainians see it otherwise, and they have fought and struggled and died to maintain their national existence.

Under President Biden, the president who appointed Ambassador Brink, the United States assisted Ukraine, not as fully as it should. It often seems that President Biden's policy was to say, What does Ukraine need? Give them half, and give it late. Tanks and airplanes and other kinds of assistance always arrived too little amounts and too slow in time to turn the tide of war when the war was ready to be turned, especially in the summer of [20]23. It often seemed that there was a lack of urgency in the Biden administration, that they never took it seriously, that November '24 would be, among other things, a referendum on Ukraine's survival, and that if there was anything that was left undone by the United States as of November '24, there was a real chance that the next administration, which might be Donald Trump's, would turn off the flow of aid and doom Ukraine altogether. If the war was not won by November of 2024, it might never be won at all.

But that lack of urgency was a flaw from a generally positive policy. President Biden did seem to understand what was at stake and did want to help, even if it was never in time and never enough. But now, in the Trump presidency, we are in a very different world, a world of outright hostility to Ukraine, where Donald Trump's goal seems to be to pressure Ukraine, sometimes risking Ukrainian lives, sometimes dooming Ukrainian lives, pressure Ukraine to a negotiated form of submission to Russia.

I don't know that we have yet or ever will get to the bottom of the reason for Donald Trump's strange attachment to Russia. The why question--it's been speculated about, psychological blackmail, cronyism. It's been speculated about forever. And I have to admit, I sometimes have joined in some of the speculation, but I think always we need to have skepticism about it. We don't know and maybe we'll never know the why of the Trump-Russia attachment.

But we can see the what. We can see the thing. We can see that there is something going on here that is way beyond the usual about how Americans feel about foreign dictators--a kind of something that is influencing American policy in ways that are injurious to all kinds of societies, not only Ukraine, and that has biased American policy toward the support of the goals of this aggressive dictatorship in Moscow.

Now we find ourselves, really, in a moment of crisis. The United States has demonstrated in Iran that American power can be used. This administration has proven that all those op-eds and think pieces and campaign propaganda about Trump as a dove, as a noninterventionist were nonsense. Trump struck Iran. Right now, there are American Predator drones flying over Mexico. And many in the Trump administration, including the vice president, have talked about using American military force inside Mexico--again, with or without the permission of the Mexican government. They're not noninterventionists. They're not pacifists. They're not doves. What they are are people who are hostile to the Ukrainian cause.

The Ukrainian cause is a great cause. It's one that deserves respect and support from Americans, as it has gained and deserves support from America's allies. Ukraine has done so much by itself. It has fought and struggled and defended itself, but it probably cannot win by itself. To win, it needs help. That help was forthcoming--inadequately, but forthcoming--from the Biden administration, and it's been dialed back by the Trump administration. It needs to be a top-of-mind issue in our national discussion today.

What can be done to help Ukraine? Why won't Donald Trump do it? How can it be pressured to do it? In that debate, Ambassador Brink has been and will be one of the most important voices, first as a successful and effective ambassador, then as a powerful critic of the administration she served, and now as a candidate for Congress.

So in a few moments, my conversation with Ambassador Bridget Brink, but first: a quick break.

[Music]

Frum: Ambassador Bridget Brink, is a career diplomat, a native of Michigan, and a graduate of Kenyon College. Her service to the United States commenced during the Clinton administration. She has represented the United States in Uzbekistan, Georgia, and the Slovak Republic. In between, she rose to higher and higher positions and ranks at the State Department and on the National Security Council staff.

In February 2022, as Russian columns raced toward Kyiv to capture that Ukrainian capital, and as Russian airborne troops descended on the Kyiv airport, President Biden asked Bridget Brink to serve as his ambassador to Ukraine, an emerging war zone, one of the most dangerous posts in all of U.S. diplomacy.

She was formally nominated in April of 2022 and has led the mission until earlier this year. She resigned in 2025 to protest President Trump's persistent refusal to acknowledge Russia's responsibility for the war Putin started.

And Ambassador Brink, thank you so much. Welcome to The David Frum Show. Let me ask you to take us back to that moment when you got the nod to serve in this historic role at this historic time. How did that happen? What was that like?

Bridget Brink: Well, thanks David. Thanks so much for having me on. Well, I remember it like it was yesterday, but now it was more than three years ago. As you know, or probably know, we have a long process to bring new ambassadors into positions.

So I knew for a while, even before the war started, that I was the president's candidate and had to go through the formal confirmation process. And when the war started, I got a call. And I was asked, Are you still interested in this post? Because we think we may have to close the embassy. We don't know where the embassy will be. We don't know what will happen with the war. What's your position?

And I remember very distinctly, I said, No, I absolutely am committed. I think this position is more important now than maybe ever, and so keep going. And I also said we need to stay and then go back, and that's what we did.

Frum: Yeah, I want to protect us both against the temptation that a lot of Americans have to think that the war started in February of 2022.

Brink: Yes.

Frum: In fact, it started in 2014. But for a long time, the fighting was localized to certain border regions between Russia--the Ukrainian territory but near Russia. In February of '22, we had an escalation of the war where the capital itself became under siege.

So when did you arrive in Kyiv?

Brink: I arrived in Kyiv at the end of May--May 29, 2022--and I came in by land. At that time, we were driving, and I came in; I had a charge [d'affaires] that I was replacing. We hadn't had a confirmed ambassador in Ukraine for over three years. And I remember that very distinctly because it was me and nine other diplomats.

That's who returned back to help reestablish and reopen the embassy. And when I got there--of course, embassies, when they close, they're taken down in a way to protect our national security. So areas that are sensitive or things that are sensitive are removed or destroyed. And so when we got to the embassy, we literally had nothing that you could plug into the wall.

So if you think about What do you need when you're working? well, you need your computer, and you need your various things that help you do your job, and because of a closure, that did not exist. So this was the unexpected, I'd say, challenge that we had in the first few days and weeks. Because not only were we coming back into a war zone, not only did we not at the time have any air defense (because it was the early part of the war, it was very uncertain)--we also didn't have a functioning, operating embassy. And that, I have to say, was a huge and heavy lift because usually when you reopen an embassy, you reopen it in conditions of peace, not in conditions of war. But here we were, trying to do that in conditions of war.

Frum: Where did you sleep and eat?

Brink: So in the first three months, I slept in the embassy. So I actually was given a room in the Marine house. So we didn't have Marines at that time. Marines usually protect embassies overseas. Me--and it's a small seven, six or seven rooms--and so I had a room just like everybody else's room in the Marine house, whatever Marines live in. I think it's now called, like, the "ambassador's room."

And I slept and ate at the embassy. We have a small cafeteria, and I ate there. And, in fact, I didn't want to leave, because after three months, we moved to another location--because we were getting bigger as I pushed very hard to bring more people back. And I didn't want to move, because literally from the time I opened my eyes in the morning until the time I closed them, I was working.

And I didn't want to take the time that I needed to do any kind of commuting back and forth to the embassy. And so I think I was the last one to leave the embassy, purely because of that--not because I didn't want to go and normalize, but because I worried it would, like, take precious seconds and minutes off of what we needed to do the job.

And as I told everybody, we're working at the speed of war. But finally, I was convinced: Like, no, it's important. It's important that the ambassador move, as an example. And if we were going to help the Ukrainians fight this fight, we needed, also, to give people a little bit of ability to have a little downtime and perform. And that was absolutely correct, and that's what I tried to do.

Your first question about Why did I do this job? It's because I believe this was the most important, or at least one of the most important diplomatic jobs on the planet for the United States. And as I think that we, as the United States, should lead and lead with our values and our interests, I was so honored to be asked to do this job.

It was like an honor of a lifetime--really, sincerely an honor of a lifetime to do it, even though it was so challenging and hard every single minute of every single day.

Frum: Did the embassy ever come under fire, intentional or purportedly accidental?

Brink: I mean, here's the challenge we faced: In the first year that we were there--this is prior to receiving any Patriot systems or other types of advanced American air-defense systems--there literally was not air defense. And so for the first year-plus, I think, that I was there, we were--everyone in the country was, but we were, as the American representation--in a situation where we didn't have the ability to protect people.

So when the air alerts went off, we had to make sure that we had everybody in a place that was the most safe possible, and that was underground. So many times we had situations where missiles--or at that time in the first year, it was missiles mostly--missiles would hit really close to wherever we were, and we had shrapnel hit a building, for example, that we were in.

I went, actually, with the USAID administrator--this was a bit later, actually, in the war, but--to Odessa. We had a meeting in a building one day, and then it was attacked and bombed the next day and destroyed. And then that was 12 hours or less later. And then, of course, I eventually was able to move into my residence, and we found some shrapnel missile fragments in the yard of the residence. And yeah, so the missiles and then the drones come down everywhere. And then, of course, when air defense is going up to counter that, there's a lot of activity. It's very dynamic in the air, and you gotta be somewhere where you can be protected.

Frum: And things fall back to earth. Friendly fire also falls back to Earth.

Brink: Eventually everything falls back to earth. Yeah, gravity works.

Frum: So you mentioned going to Odessa. Now, I think most people watching this will be aware that Ukraine is a large country. They may not understand how large it is in terms of hours and that there is no air travel. Anytime you went anywhere, you had to go by land, and with all the risks.

So tell: How did you move about the country, and what kind of protection did you have as you did?

Brink: Well, of course, going in and out of the country--and I did travel in and out of the country a lot to go back to Washington to make the case on the hill or with the administration--to do everything I could to get around the country,

I was the biggest proponent to push for ability and permission, because some of this was controlled initially by Washington, to move around the country so that we could do really important jobs to implement the president's policy and the administration's policy. That includes outreach to people, including people that are suffering from the war, but to also oversee and check on weapons and other assistance that we are giving to Ukraine. And third, to provide advice and support in various ways that we do diplomatically or militarily. So we did all of that--most of that--by train, and the reason was it was the most efficient. The Ukrainian train system is amazing.

I think they've kept their trains on time throughout the war; the trains were used to evacuate people at the beginning of the war. They're used to transport people. Now they're used to transport many different things, probably. I wouldn't want to go into detail, but they're a very effective part of the war effort.

And so I relied on that same thing on the Odessa trip we had, maybe, early on. I think this was in July. Again, this is a very early part of the war, so it was quite--you know, these early moments are really critical to kind of what we do. And I'm a big believer in using American power wisely and using it to shape the environment and shape events and that diplomats are not people who sit back and watch what's going on, but actually shape toward a goal that matches our interests and our values.

So in July, we were trying hard to help get--or keep the economy alive, because Ukraine's economy is really dependent on exports. And the world is also dependent on grain to feed people, especially in food-scarce countries.

And so Ukrainian grain, we were trying to figure out ways to help get it out. And one of them was through the Black Sea ports. But they had been shut down, effectively, by Russian attacks. And so I worked with the Ukrainians and the UN and the G7 partners, and we came up with an idea to go to Odessa and have a G7--that's the Group of 7; that's the main group that supports Ukraine diplomatically--have a G7 meeting down in Odessa to get this Black Sea Grain Initiative going. It was an agreement that would be with the UN and Russia, so I traveled down there. But it was a very hard decision to make.

But we were on our way down, and the train stopped in the middle of the night.

And I probably had a group of--I don't know how many--maybe 20 people, including the security people who were traveling with me. And the train stopped, and I could hear my security guy get a call in the next train cabin. I hear him just say, Yes, yes. He comes back to me, and he says, There's a missile directed. It's going to land somewhere near us, somewhere nearby.

And we're stopped. And I thought, Okay. And at that point, I hoped and I prayed that my team would be okay, and that that decision had been the right one. And then we waited, and that's all you can do is wait. Fifteen minutes, 20 minutes went by, and the train started again. And then we went down.

Frum: Let me ask you about your assessment of the war, as it stands today. We're speaking in the middle of June. At the beginning of June, Ukraine scored one of its most remarkable successes in this war, disabling some number of Russian strategic bombers. I don't know the exact count. You probably do.

It's maybe as high as 40. But it's a big war with many factors. Life for the people of Ukraine--the 40 million people who remain in the country--is very difficult. They're trying to operate schools and old-age pensions and hospitals. Give us a sense of both the military and the economic state as of mid-June 2025.

Brink: Well, I mean, I think one thing's very clear, is that Putin has figured out that he can show--or pretend, I would say--that he's ready to negotiate while he continues to fight on the ground and to try to gain more territory and change facts and conditions on the ground. I think that's a mistake for us to allow that.

I think the situation for the Ukrainians is: The Ukrainians continue to fight. And I think they will continue to fight until they can't in any way, shape, or form. And so I think that in this situation, we face an ongoing, continuing war, and one that risks a greater war by not putting more force and pressure on Putin to come to the table. The Ukrainians did have a very, I'd say, successful attack on Russian military assets last weekend. And I think that that was something that they had--I was not aware of this plan--but that is something they had, I heard, in the planning for a long time.

But I just want everyone to remember that this is in defense [that] the Ukrainians hit military assets. The Russians also, in the last week or so, have launched hundreds of drones and missiles across the country of Ukraine that have killed many civilians, including children. And this is happening and has been happening throughout the war.

Frum: As I listen to you speak, I hope this comes out the right way, because I don't mean this in any way a disrespectful or querulous point. But I notice you're arguing with a lot of things that you would think no rational person would propose in the first place.

You're arguing that Russia is the aggressor, not Ukraine. You are arguing that the defense of this embattled, invaded democracy is something that Americans should care about. You sound a little bit like someone who's been on the receiving end of arguments with the most anti-democratic, anti-social, anti-American people you can possibly imagine over the past number of months. And that is the judo pose in which you are ready to spring into action.

Am I hearing the reverberation of six months of discussions against people who would say things like, Well, maybe Ukraine's at fault. Maybe this isn't important?

Brink: Well, I mean, of course, you've heard what the administration and what the president's position has been, you know, to be some kind of independent--or, yeah, like, independent mediator.

I strongly disagree that that is a position that is good for U.S. interest. In the small sense, and this is really important for Ukraine, it's really vital that we don't allow Putin as an aggressor to just change borders by force, because this sets a terrible precedent here. It sets a terrible precedent in other places around the world.

But I think what I want to say is that, more strategically, I think Putin's goals are much bigger. I don't think it's just Ukraine. I think people who think that, Oh, Putin will stop at Ukraine, that's not my experience in 28 years working in this part of the world. Putin doesn't stop unless stopped, unless given clear positioning that we and partners will oppose a specific direction. I believe he's going to keep going. I think it's clear to me that he wants to reverse Ukraine's path toward not just the EU, which is where this all started, but also to NATO, to weaken NATO, to divide Europe, and to weaken the United States.

And to me, we need a policy that is strategic in the sense of framing what our actions are to achieve the goal, which I think should be to stop Putin from being successful in this attempt.

Frum: But you've spent a lot of time arguing things that one would've thought were settled, like this war is Russia's fault, not Ukraine's fault.

Brink: Yes. I mean, the challenge in the current moment--well, maybe two things I would say. One, I think what's at risk now is so much bigger than just Ukraine. I think Ukraine is--I care very deeply. I spent three years of my life in a war zone trying to protect my team but also advance our goals of keeping Ukraine free.

But I think even more broadly than that, what's at risk is the peace and prosperity that we have enjoyed for 80 years since World War II--because we have relied on some fundamental principles, including, especially: We, the United States, support democracy and freedom at home and abroad. We, the United States, believe that it's important to work with our friends and allies. We, the United States, think that we need to stop aggressors from achieving their goals and compete with China.

I think people don't maybe think about it in this sense, but I think about how undermining some of these principles is risky. It's risky for us. It's risky for our children and future generations because we're taking away some of the foundation of what has built our own prosperity, what has built our own success as a nation.

Frum: I suppose where I'm going with this is: Every major conflict, there are many, many choices. They're all very difficult. If the questions weren't difficult, they wouldn't be at your level in the first place. And the way we think the United States government operates is: people of good faith and unquestioned patriotism and commitment to shared values, dealing with hard issues of what's the right way to go, dealing with un terrible uncertainty and lack of information and trying to come to some kind of balance.

And certainly, in the first years you were in Ukraine, there were many of those discussions, and my opinion: And a lot of them went the wrong way. The United States was late to give Ukraine the things it needed and the chance to score more-decisive gains in the summer of 2023.

Maybe it wasn't ever there, but if it was there, it wasn't seized. But as I listen to you, I hear the reverberations of something that sounds like some kind of cheesy, paranoid Cold War novel--where back home, in Washington, there are important voices that aren't people of good faith, aren't imbued with shared patriotic values, don't stand up for democracy and actually want to see our friends lose, not our friends win.

Brink: Well, I think the challenge we have now with--well, what happened with me is pretty simple, is that for 28 years, I felt very strongly that I could and I was able to offer my opinion and my advice about what's the best course for foreign policy. In our business, you sometimes prevail in that effort, and sometimes you don't. And sometimes because I did it for so long and worked in an area that was in a similar area, I had the ability to come back to issues sometimes and then prevail in a different administration.

For example, when I worked before in Washington, I was part of the group that helped to give Ukraine--or make a recommendation that the then-President Trump, in the first administration, gave weapons to Ukraine, defensive weapons. Those weapons helped to save Kyiv. But now, coming back in the second administration, here's what happened. Every day I woke up, and I was told I might be fired, so I should be careful what I say and what I do. That's fine in terms of: We all serve at the pleasure of the president. That's the way the system works for ambassadors.

But what has happened under an administration with President Trump with such dramatic changes, for example, destroying and changing institutions, like USAID or Department of Education or other institutions, is that what happens with the bureaucracy is: The bureaucracy becomes not a strong advocate of whatever is the recommended approach. What we do as career people is that we make recommendations and then ultimately, of course, it's the leadership--it's the elected leadership and the president--who decides.

In my experience in this Trump administration, there was no space to make recommendations if they conflicted with whatever was the, I think, perceived view of the president. That's highly problematic. I can tell you many times during the Biden administration, I am sure I annoyed or aggravated people because I was so persistent, but I felt it was my duty and my job in my views, and I never--of course, I would implement, once a decision was made, whatever was required or decided--but I never felt that I was at risk of being fired or that I would, by annoying people, was going to be problematic for me personally.

And I believe sincerely that--even though, again, I'm sure in many times, I thought we should be doing something else; you don't get to win every argument--but what you need is a structured policy approach so that you can make the case, and so you can come to a decision, and so you can know the facts.

I need that as ambassador. The president needs that as president, and that's what doesn't exist. Moreover, this fear makes people not want to give their opinion, and so in that period, I said my view was that this is the most important diplomatic job on the planet. I've gotta do it in a way where I'm not fearful. I have to do it in the best way that I can. And then when I couldn't, that's why I left.

Frum: Can I press you to be more specific? Who had the job of advising you that you might be fired?

Brink: Well, I would say this is more the career folks that are literally, I think, pulling their punches and scared.

Frum: To whom do you report as ambassador to Ukraine? I mean, ultimately, the secretary of state, but who's your immediate report? To whom do you address your cables when you send them home?

Brink: Well, you report to the secretary of state, and you report to your chain of command, which goes through the secretary of state and then to the White House. But your day-to-day interactions are, in many cases, with career officials who are in very senior positions in the department.

Frum: Undersecretaries and so on. And so is that the person who would say, You might be fired if you say this thing in your cable?

Brink: Oh, it was many people. It was people in Washington. It was people on my team. It was many people.

Frum: Did you talk to--I mean, Secretary Rubio, who was once a friend of Ukraine, once an advocate of traditional American leadership, and who seems to be making his own calculations, did he ever communicate to you, You're going too far. You're in danger?

Brink: No, he did not.

Frum: Wasn't that his job?

Brink: Well, I don't know if that was true or not. I think a lot of it, I mean, I heard and respected. I always want to hear divergent views. And I heard that, but it didn't change what I did. I still believed that I had to do it a certain way. And I want to hear when people think--I need my advisers or I need people in Washington to give me a steer on which way to go. And I want to keep--as a person of the career service, you can't step out and have your own policy. You have to keep within the policy lines.

But at the same time, it was very hard to have a policy that had been very clear about who's to blame--who's responsible, what's happening on the ground that children are being killed, that people are losing their lives and their homes, and this is happening today, right now--and not be able to speak about that publicly. But it was my job to continue to try.

So that didn't deter me from trying to do the job, but it made it--it really underscores to me what worries me. Because having institutions that are strong, they need to execute policy as decided by the president. But you need institutions that can offer advice and guidance so that the president can make the best decision. And that is a structure that exists and has existed in every administration. And some are not so great and some are better, but there's always been the structure.

Frum: That's assuming that the president wants to make decisions in the best interest of the country, meaning this country. Sometimes you may have a president who wants to make the decisions in the best interest of some other country, and then you have a real problem.

But let me ask you: If there were someone in your shoes but one stage, one train car, back in her career and was considering the next step on the train car, how would you advise that person one train car back to think about service to this president and this administration? You're a person of normal American patriotism. You're being invited to do something for this administration. We've seen how it has sucked the soul out of some of the people who had those, like the secretary of state, once a normal American. How would you advise them to think about whether it's wise or not to serve, or whether they should wait for another moment?

Brink: Well, what I've always told people, now and before--because I've had to mentor and lead a lot of younger officers, and I've had myself fantastic mentors and leaders above me who have really shaped me and helped me--is that our job is to give the best advice and to fight very hard to relay that advice in the best way possible to our elected leadership as career people, and that if, at the end of the day, you feel you can't execute the policy that has been decided, you have some options.

The first option is: There's lots of places in the world that you can serve, and you can go, probably, find someplace or something that aligns with your own values. You can do that. Second option: You can go into our training cadre, which is really important to train the diplomats of the future. And I think and hope those diplomats will be very active, because I think this is very important. We are the frontline of freedom, as diplomats, in the area of Europe in which I worked.

And then the third is you can decide that your conscience doesn't allow you to execute, and you can resign. And I always said it's important to work and do everything possible to serve our country and do the best that you can. But if you come to that point, you have to make that decision. And I believed, and I've always said, you should work as if it's your last day in government and think about everything you do, especially in places that are such high stakes as Ukraine, as if you're not going to have a job tomorrow.

It's really hard to do that, but that's my advice.

Frum: Let me interrupt you there just to say: What you're describing is a thinking process that one might have had in January of 2025, when it was uncertain what the second Trump administration would look like. In June of 2025, we know exactly what the second Trump administration is going to look like.

So if you are someone who's offered to be ambassador to one of the countries that Trump doesn't like or one of the countries that Trump likes a lot, you know what it's going to be. You don't have to do that three-part assessment you just described. You know the answer already. So knowing the answer of what this administration is like, how do you advise then? Because obviously, the business of government has to be carried on. If someone is offered a job as ambassador to Ukraine, how should they think about that?

Brink: I think that has to be an individual decision. I think being ambassador is one thing. You're the public face of the policy, and so you really have to make that decision individually. I think for the staff and the younger officers, it's extraordinarily important that we have this career service, and it's extraordinarily important that they serve and provide the knowledge and recommendations and active diplomacy that makes us like the tip of the spear of our government overseas. So I just think that has to be a decision of individuals, and they have to make it with their own conscience.

Frum: Well, let me ask you this way: When and if President Trump appoints new people to run Ukraine policy, he's got a special representative who's in charge of negotiating, who seems very in thrall to the Russian point of view, whose son is operating a crypto business that is getting money from God knows who and God knows where. How do we as citizens evaluate the people who are making these policies supposedly in the interest, in name of the United States?

Brink: I think it's a mistake not to rely on people with expertise in the area. I think it's a big mistake, especially in Russia. Putin has a larger strategic plan, which is very dangerous to the United States, and we ignore that plan at our peril.

And although he operates tactically, so he can be defeated. But I think it requires a very thoughtful, strategic, coordinated approach, and that's something that in the second Trump administration, my challenge had been getting advice to the right person, because there are a number of different people who are working on Ukraine and on Russia policy. And in that bifurcated way, it was very difficult to get advice.

And when I asked, How I best relay advice and information? I was told I had to go to a multiple number of people across our government in order to affect the policy because there wasn't, as I said, a policy process, a decision-making process. And my problem was: I was in a war zone.

I was really busy. I did not have time to call individual people to try to make the case for a specific policy recommendation. And I think that's something that can still be put in place. But that was and is a big part of the problem. It's the chaos of the policy process, which: I don't know why that's the operating style, but it is not conducive to our ability to execute and implement a strategic foreign policy that deters Russia, sends the right signal to China, and advances American interest for Americans here at home.

Frum: So you're saying that it's kind of a secret hierarchy, where, theoretically, the secretary of state is in charge, but, actually, the president of the Kennedy Center is a lot more important than the secretary of state to American foreign policy.

And that's not a hypothetical example. That may be a very real one.

Brink: I think the challenge I had was that I didn't know who was--I could, of course, talk to some people within the administration who I thought genuinely understood the challenge of Ukraine and how to approach it. I did not sense that there was an ability to inform the president in a way that would help us advance our policy.

And that's an untenable position for an ambassador, an ambassador in a war zone, an ambassador has a thousand people to protect and make sure are safe, and that is trying to accomplish one of our top foreign-policy goals.

Frum: Let me ask one final question: As you departed from Ukraine, when the Ukrainians in the summer of 2025 look back toward the United States, the country that gave them some if maybe not enough aid at the beginning of the war, what do they see now? And what do they think of Americans?

Brink: Well, maybe I'll tell you a story of my last few days, when I was in Ukraine and met with a very senior official. It was one of my last calls. Basically, he showed me what he said had been presented to the Ukrainians as a possible way forward in terms of a peace negotiation.

That paper, which I won't go into detail of, included what I would say Putin's wish list of everything that he wants. And he looked at me and he said, You are our closest strategic partner. That's all he said. And I had nothing I could say, because I myself, as someone who dedicated a big part of my life to supporting freedom and democracy in Ukraine and in the wider European space for the benefit of Americans, I had nothing to say either.

Frum: They feel that the United States is lost to them.

Brink: I don't think they understand. I don't think I understand, or many of us who are experts and long patriots and public servants understand.

Frum: Is it that we don't understand, or that we do understand and our hearts can't accept the answer?

Brink: I think it's a different administration, and it's a threat to our future, and that's why I've come out. That's why I left. That's why I'm speaking publicly. I think it's bad for America to be where we are. It's not who we are. And I just--we have to be on the right side of history. There are very few pivotal moments in history. And as someone who has now done this for 28 years, I think it's vital that we stand on the right side.

Frum: Ambassador Brink, thank you so much for your time today. Good luck with the book. I look forward so much to reading it as you work on it. And good luck to--I know you have some important personal decisions to make and career decisions to make about what comes next for you. And we're all watching those with keen interest, and we all hope that your service to the United States has not ended and that the United States that you believed in has not ended either.

Brink: I don't think it has. I'm sure it hasn't. Thank you. Thank you, David.

[Music]

Frum: Thank you so much to Ambassador Bridget Brink for talking to me for this edition of The David Frum Show. Thanks to the editors and publishers of The Picton Gazette for their generous hospitality on this Canada Day week, when so much in Picton is closed.

If you are enjoying this podcast, I hope you'll share it with friends, especially this episode, which is so urgent about Ukraine's survival. And I hope you'll like and subscribe, both the video form of the podcast and any audio form that you like and prefer.

I look forward to speaking to you next week for another episode 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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Hurricane Science Was Great While It Lasted

The U.S. is hacking away at support for state-of-the-art forecasting.

by Zoe Schlanger




Clouds are the bane of a hurricane forecaster's existence. Or they were, until about 20 years ago, when forecasters got access to a technology that Kim Wood, an atmospheric scientist at the University of Arizona, told me to think of as cloud X-ray vision: It cuts through the cloud top to help generate a high-resolution, three-dimensional image of what's happening below.



Known as the Special Sensor Microwave Imager Sounder, or SSMIS, it rides on a series of satellites and allows forecasters to see a storm's structure, which might otherwise be invisible. The Hurricane Hunter planes that fly into storms can also be used to generate three-dimensional storm images, but the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration, which is responsible for hurricane forecasting, has only two of those aircraft. They can't be everywhere at once. With the SSMIS, forecasters had an autonomous, powerful eye in the sky. But now the Department of Defense says it will cease processing and distributing the crucial imagery from this sensor at the end of this month. Losing these views threatens the National Hurricane Center's ability to see what's forming, Wood told me.



For years, the National Hurricane Center has been improving the accuracy of its forecasts, and one short year ago, the United States was better at predicting storms' tracks than it had ever been. But the Trump administration has been cutting the forecasting staff and budgets. And now these satellite data will be missing too. The U.S. is rapidly losing state-of-the-art hurricane forecasting, just in time for hurricane season's busiest months.



The data were nice while we had them. After all, no one likes a surprise hurricane. When the sun goes down, convective storms over open ocean often grow stronger, juiced by the changing temperature dynamics. But that's also when types of storm surveillance that rely on what's visible are least able to determine what's going on. Infrared imaging can see in the dark, but the picture is typically low-resolution and grainy, and can obscure key shapes. When the sun comes up, forecasters can suddenly be looking at a fully formed storm eye. Forecasters dread the "sunrise surprise," which is exactly the sort of thing that the microwave imagery from SSMIS is most helpful in preventing. It gives a clearer picture, even through clouds, and even in the dark.



Plus, the technology is vital to picking up on telltale signs of rapid intensification, a phenomenon that has become more common in recent years, most notably with Hurricane Otis in 2023 and Hurricane Milton in 2024. Storms that intensify faster and reach higher peak intensities just before hitting land are a nightmare for forecasting, and climate scientists worry they will become only more common as the planet warms. Research suggests that certain signature formations in a storm could indicate that it may intensify rapidly, Andrew Hazelton, an associate scientist working in hurricane modeling and research at the University of Miami, told me. Those structures are simply easier to see with the SSMIS images.



A few other satellites can provide microwave imaging. But, as the meteorologist Michael Lowry has pointed out, their instruments either are orbiting more infrequently or are inferior to the one being discontinued. NOAA suggested to Lowry that its Advanced Technology Microwave Sounder instrument would be able to fill the gap, he wrote. But that suggestion is misleading, Hazelton said: The information from that satellite is so low-resolution that the eye of a hurricane looks like just a few pixels instead of a more detailed image. "It's really hard to pick out details," he told me--including the aspects of a storm's structure that may signal that it could rapidly intensify. Plus, having fewer microwave instruments operating in the sky means fewer snapshots of oceans where hurricanes might form. Without SSMIS, the number of microwave-image glimpses that forecasters get over any given spot will be essentially cut in half, Lowry wrote; many more hours could go by without observations when they're most needed. (I reached out to NOAA for comment, but the agency redirected me to the Department of Defense.)



SSMIS is part of the Defense Meteorological Satellite Program; a Navy spokesperson told me the entire satellite program is slated to be discontinued in September 2026. When I asked about previous reports citing cybersecurity concerns as a reason for the closure, the Navy spokesperson responded only that the satellite program is "no longer compliant with Department of the Navy information technology modernization requirements." In the meantime, the Defense Department will just stop processing and distributing the data it collects. A spokesperson from the U.S. Space Force also told me the satellite system will be replaced by two other satellite systems, the second one of which is slated to be operational in 2027. But that still doesn't explain why this data stream is being cut off now, more than a year before the satellite program is slated to be decommissioned, Hazelton said. "We need all the microwave data we can get while it's available."



These aren't the only data forecasters have lost, either: Right now, across the U.S., fewer weather balloons are being launched because of staffing shortages at National Weather Service forecasting offices. Balloons offer insights into how the atmosphere is behaving; data picked up on the West Coast are the East Coast's business, too, as they'll predict the weather coming just hours in the future. "We want the complete picture of the state of the atmosphere so that we have a way to then estimate the next step," Wood said. "Upstream information is often just as critical as information right at the point where the storm might be."



NOAA is losing the experts who can interpret those data, too. And cuts to staff this year already mean that more duties are piled higher on individual people, "which means they may be less able to properly use the data once it comes in," Wood said. Those cuts extend all the way to the people who work on underlying weather models. Hazelton, for example, was on a team at the National Weather Service where he worked to improve hurricane modeling. In February, he was axed along with some 800 employees who had been recently hired; he'd worked for NOAA as a contract employee for nearly a decade, on Hurricane Hunter missions and improving storm modeling. He was part of the group of fired NOAA employees who were hastily rehired after a judge temporarily blocked President Donald Trump's cuts, and was refired after a subsequent Supreme Court ruling. At the University of Miami, he's now continuing his work on hurricane models through a federal partnership.



The latest proposed NOAA budget for 2026, released Monday, aims to remove even more workers, along with whole programs. It zeroes out, for instance, the line item for the entire Oceanic and Atmospheric Research office, a network of federal research centers whose work helps develop new techniques and tools for forecasters and improve weather models. If this budget passes, the forecasts of the near future--three, five, 10 years down the line--will suffer too, Hazelton said.



This year has been a miserable cascade of losses for the American hurricane-safety apparatus. Any one of these losses might have been papered over by other parts of the system. But now it's just losing too many components for that. As James Franklin, the former chief of the National Hurricane Center's hurricane-specialist unit, put it in a post on Substack, "Resiliency is being stripped away, piece by piece." What's easy to see coming now are the possible consequences: at best, a needless evacuation. But just as easily: a rushed evacuation, a surprise landfall, a flattened house.
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New York Is Hungry for a Big Grocery Experiment

Small towns have tried public grocery stores. How would they fare in a major city?

by Yasmin Tayag




New York City--where takeout is a food group and ovens are for storing clothes--may soon get into the grocery business. If he wins the general election this November, Zohran Mamdani, the new Democratic nominee for mayor, has said he will build a network of municipally owned, affordable grocery stores, one in each of the city's five boroughs. According to Mamdani, the city could help pay for the stores' rent and operating costs by taxing the wealthy, and the stores won't seek to turn a profit, enabling them to sell food at wholesale cost. In the vision Mamdani laid out in a campaign video, the stores' mission would be combatting "price gouging" by offering lower prices than corporate grocery stores.



If Mamdani is able to pull this off--a huge if, given the economic considerations, as critics are quick to point out--it will be the first time in American history that a city of New York's size has commanded its own grocery stores. New Yorkers are in favor of the idea: Two-thirds of them, including 54 percent of Republicans, support public groceries, according to a March poll by the Climate and Community Institute, a progressive think tank. But because nothing exactly like Mamdani's plan has ever been tried before in a large city, no one can be certain whether it will really be able to sell more affordable food, let alone help address food insecurity and health disparities in the city. What Mamdani has proposed is a $60 million experiment, with New Yorkers as test subjects.



A couple of other large American cities are trying out similar plans, but what little real precedent exists for Mamdani's plan comes mostly from rural America. A handful of towns have opened municipally owned groceries, mostly because they had no choice: Small towns once relied on mom-and-pop shops, but these are vanishing as dollar stores proliferate and big-box retailers in larger rural cities monopolize the wholesale supply. Without a supermarket, residents have to either drive out of town for food or rely on convenience stores and dollar stores, which don't stock many healthy options. In 2018, the town of Baldwin, Florida (current population 1,366), lost its only grocery when the local IGA closed. It became a food desert: The next-closest supermarket was 10 miles away--not a simple trip for older adults who don't drive or for people without a car. The mayor proposed a municipally owned store, which opened the next year. In Kansas, the cities of St. Paul (population 603) and Erie (population 1,019) started their own grocery stores in 2008 and 2021, respectively. St. Paul had not had a supermarket since 1985.



The fates of these stores and their hometowns have varied. Baldwin Market became a lifeline for many residents, particularly during the pandemic. But it struggled to break even and closed in 2024. Now the town largely relies on a handful of convenience stores and a Dollar General as it awaits the rumored opening of a new private grocery. Erie Market similarly struggled to balance its books. Operations were a challenge; the store sometimes stocked expired food, and its refrigerated section lost power after a thunderstorm. Last year, the city leased it to a private owner, who has yet to reopen the store.



By contrast, St. Paul Supermarket has operated as a fully municipally owned grocery since 2013 (before that, it was funded by a community-development group) and shows no signs of closing. Its success has been attributed to community buy-in. Locals were motivated by the desire to preserve their city, fearing that the lack of a grocery store would drive away current residents and scare off potential new ones. "It's a retention strategy, but it's also a recruitment strategy," Rial Carver, the program leader at Kansas State University's Rural Grocery Initiative, told me.



The primary goal of a municipally owned store is to get food to people who need it. But the city will have to decide which food to stock and, inevitably, will face questions about how those choices influence the diet or health of potential customers. (Imagine the criticism a Mamdani administration might face for subsidizing Cheetos--or, for that matter, organic, gluten-free cheese puffs.) Theoretically, getting people better access to any sort of food can have health benefits, Craig Willingham, the managing director of CUNY's Urban Food Policy Institute, told me. But so few examples of successful municipal grocery stores exist that there is virtually no research on their health effects.



Research on the health impact of opening a privately owned grocery in a food desert has had mixed results. An ongoing study of a food-desert neighborhood in Pittsburgh has found that after a supermarket opened, residents consumed fewer calories overall--less added sugar, but also fewer whole grains, fruits, and vegetables. A 2018 study set in a Bronx neighborhood with few grocery stores linked the opening of a new supermarket to residents eating more vegetables and fruit and consuming fewer soft drinks, salty snacks, and pastries, but their spending on unhealthy foods increased along with their purchases of healthy ones.



A new grocery alone won't change food habits, according to a 2019 study led by Hunt Allcott, an economist at Stanford. "People shop at the new store, but they buy the same kinds of groceries they had been buying before," Allcott told me. What does help nudge people toward buying healthier foods, he said, is making those foods affordable--while also taxing unhealthy items such as soda.



With so little background information to go on, there's no telling how Mamdani's experiment will play out in a big city--or whether it will even get off the ground. New York differs from the sites of other municipal-grocery experiments not only in its size and density but also in its general abundance of grocery stores. Proximity isn't the major reason people can't get food, healthy or otherwise, Allcott said--cost is. From 2013 to 2023, the amount of money New Yorkers spent on groceries rose nearly 66 percent--far higher than the national average. The city's poverty rate--a metric based on the price of a minimal diet--is nearly twice that of the national average; from 2020 to 2023, one in three New Yorkers used food pantries. In Chelsea, a Manhattan neighborhood that is known for its luxury high-rises and is also home to a large housing project, some residents would rather take the train into New Jersey to buy groceries than shop at the expensive local supermarkets, Willingham said.



Grocery stores are tough business. Profit margins are as slim as 1 to 3 percent, and prices are largely determined by suppliers, who tend to privilege volume. A single grocer (or the small network that Mamdani envisions) won't get as good a deal as a large chain. And running a store is hard, Carver told me: A manager needs to be nimble and adjust to customer demands, skills that municipal bodies are not exactly known for. In New York, at least, there's reason to expect that public groceries wouldn't actually be cheaper.



Mamdani (whose campaign did not respond to a request for comment) has acknowledged that New York's city government might not be cut out for stocking shelves. If the pilot plan doesn't work, he said on the podcast Plain English last week, he won't try to scale it up. Yet he believes that it's worth trying. "This is a proposal of reasonable policy experimentation," he said.



National grocery costs are expected to increase 2.2 percent this year, according to the USDA. Price hikes will hit poor Americans even harder if Congress passes President Donald Trump's megabill, which includes cuts to federal food-assistance programs such as SNAP. Among such threats to food affordability, the mere possibility of change could justify a trial of something new. Other large cities, too, are signing up as guinea pigs: Madison, Wisconsin, is in the process of opening a municipally owned store. Last year, Atlanta addressed food insecurity among public-school students and their families by opening a free grocery store--it functions like a food pantry but is stocked like a supermarket--funded by a public-private partnership. Its impact on health hasn't yet been studied, but demand is high. "We do slots for appointments, and they're immediately gone," Chelsea Montgomery, the adviser to operations of Atlanta Public Schools, told me.



Mamdani's proposal is hardly the first unorthodox policy experiment New York has considered. The city took a chance on congestion pricing to reduce traffic and fund public transit, on universal pre-K to guarantee access to early childhood education, and on supervised injection sites to curb the overdose crisis. All have achieved their objectives. Perhaps, in a decade, millions of New Yorkers will get their organic, gluten-free cheese puffs on the cheap at a city-owned market. Or perhaps the whole project will go the way of the city's failed attempt to end poverty by offering cash in exchange for efforts to build healthy habits. The point of experimentation is to find out.
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A Wartime Diary From Tehran

Dispatches from the Iranian capital under bombardment

by Alireza Iranmehr




On June 13, 2025, Israel launched air strikes on nuclear and military sites in Iran. Over the 12 days that followed, the Israeli campaign expanded to include energy and other infrastructure; Iran retaliated with drone and missile strikes inside Israel; and the United States entered the conflict with strikes on Iranian nuclear facilities on June 22. Alireza Iranmehr is a novelist and an essayist who lives in the north of Iran but returned to Tehran to witness and document the bombardment. He sent the following series of short dispatches to his translator throughout the conflict.

June 16, 8:30 p.m.

The enormous roundabout at Azadi Square was full of cars, yet still felt somehow deserted. Then it dawned on me: Humans--they were mostly missing. Where normally tens of thousands of pedestrians thronged, now there were only a scattered few. Even many of the cars sat empty.

Azadi Square is commonly the first place one sees upon arriving in Tehran and the last upon departure; several major expressways pass through it, and it is not far from Mehrabad Airport, which serves domestic flights. The airport reportedly had been bombarded a couple of days before, but I could not discern any sign of destruction from where I stood--just the smell of burned plastic cutting through the usual city smog.

Earlier that day, in Bandar Anzali, on the Caspian shore, I had been lucky to find a cab driver willing to bring me all the way to Tehran. The driver told me that he'd made the opposite trip with three young women in the middle of the night--and charged them 25 times the going rate. "You can see what's going on," he said. "There's no gas. All the cars are stuck on the road. This is a five-hour trip, and it took us 15 hours."

He wasn't lying: The stream of cars trying to get out of Tehran appeared endless. Some vehicles were stranded on the sides of the road, having run out of fuel. Men banded together to move huge concrete barriers out of the way, so that they could turn their vehicles around to head back into the city. My driver pointed to the rear of his car and said, "I had an extra four 20-gallon cans of gasoline just in case. I didn't want to get stranded."

I asked why he didn't just stay in Bandar Anzali after dropping off the women.

"And stay where? My wife and kids are back in Tehran," he said. "And you? Why are you going to Tehran?"

I wanted to tell him that I was going back to Tehran to witness the most important event in Iran's recent history, so that I could write about it. But that suddenly seemed ridiculous and unbelievable. I said instead, "I'm going to see some of my friends."

He nodded. "Be careful," he said, with a note of suspicion. "There are a lot of spies around these days in Tehran."

Was he suggesting that I might be one of those spies? It rubbed me the wrong way, but I didn't say anything.

Now, nearly alone in the middle of Azadi Square, I was seized with doubt, and then fear. The streets and sidewalks seemed wider than before, and newly ominous. I started to walk toward Azadi Boulevard when an ear-splitting sound threw me suddenly off balance.

I looked up at the sky: Anti-aircraft fire and tracers appeared, clusters of little dots that ascended and then turned into flashes of white. There was nothing else in that sky. No airplanes. Down the road, I saw another man standing, looking up with intense curiosity, as though mesmerized.


A man watches the horizon from his roof in Tehran, June 16. (Atta Kenare / AFP / Getty)



Read: The invisible city of Tehran

No sirens sounded. No crowds ran looking for shelter. There was only the vacant expanse above, and an eerie noise like the buzzing of flies after the anti-aircraft guns went quiet. I'd heard somewhere that this was the sound of Israeli drones searching for their targets. Somewhere far away, an explosion boomed, and then came the anti-aircraft fire again, even farther away.

Strange to say, but my fear lifted. I felt calm as I headed for the home of a friend on Jeyhoon Street--one who had decided to remain in Tehran and said I could spend the night. So I strolled, knowing the sky would light up again before long.

June 19

At 2 a.m., after a long break, explosions came, one after another. I had left Jeyhoon Street and was now staying with Mostafa and Sahar, two of my best friends, in an apartment on the top floor of a building at the Ghasr Crossroad. This area of the city was packed with military and security sites that made likely targets for bombardment.

Mostafa worked for the Tehran municipality. Sahar, after years of trying, was finally pregnant. When I'd called to ask if I could stay the night, they were delighted--at last, company in their anxiety. They'd remained in Tehran because Sahar had been prescribed strict bed rest.

"If we stay, we may or may not get killed," Mostafa told me. "But if we leave, our child will definitely not make it. So we've stayed."

By 2:30 a.m., the sound of anti-aircraft fire was relentless. I saw a shadow moving in the hallway: Mostafa. He asked if I was awake, then made for my window, opening it. Now the sounds were exponentially louder, and a pungent odor of something burning entered the room. He'd come in here to smoke a cigarette, and in the effort to keep the smoke away from Sahar and their bedroom, he had allowed the entire apartment to be permeated by the scorching smell of war.

"Sahar isn't afraid?" I asked him.

"Sahar is afraid of everything since the pregnancy," he replied.

A flash brightened the sky, and a few moments later, the sound of a distant blast swept over us. Mostafa left his half-smoked cigarette on the edge of the sill and hurried to check on Sahar. I saw a bright orange flame to the east of us outside. Apropos of nothing, or everything, I thought of "The Wall," Jean-Paul Sartre's short story set during the Spanish Civil War: Several prisoners huddle in a basement, waiting to be shot and wondering about the pain to come--whether it would be better to take a bullet to the face or to the gut. I imagined myself in the midst of that explosion, wondered whether shattered glass or falling steel beams and concrete would be what killed me.


Iran's air defense systems counter Israeli airstrikes in Tehran, June 21. (Hayi / Middle East Images / AFP / Getty)



Mostafa reappeared. I asked how Sahar was doing.

"She's still reading," he said. "I think it was the Tehranpars district they just hit."

"No, it looked to me like it was Resalat," I said. Then, after a pause: "You remember how during the war with Iraq, if anyone ever smoked in front of a window they'd say the guy is suicidal? For years, my father had blankets nailed over all our windows, to make sure our lights weren't visible from outside."

"They say the same thing now," Mostafa said. "'Don't stand in front of windows.' But I think it makes no difference. The more advanced technology gets, the less room you have to hide. Window or no window means nothing."

June 20

I'd imagined that getting inside Shariati Hospital without a press ID would be impossible. But as with just about everything else in Iran, access was a matter of having a contact.

The hallways were packed with injured people, staff running every which way--more than one TV crew looked utterly lost on first entering the building. At one point, someone announced that the hospital was full and would have to redirect the newly injured elsewhere.

I stuck my head into rooms, as though looking for someone I'd lost. That was plausible enough under the circumstances that no one paid me any mind. After a while, I began to feel as though I really had lost somebody. The hospital had become a field of haphazard body parts, the smell of Betadine infusing everything.

A man sat quite still in the hallway, most of his face seemingly gone and wrapped in gauze. Another man had lost a hand. He stared quietly at the ceiling with a strangely beatific look, as though his face was made of clay that was now drying with the impression of an old smile that wouldn't go away.

In one room, a TV crew interviewed a woman. She described the moment her home exploded. First, she'd heard multiple blasts in the distance. She told her husband and child to get away from the window. Then a flash, and the entire building trembled. Their apartment had been on the third floor, but when she opened her eyes, she was in the first-floor parking lot. Rescue workers still hadn't found a trace of her husband or child. She began to cry, and I retreated back into the hallway, where an old man sat on his knees, praying. He was wearing a thick, black winter skullcap despite the heat. He looked up at me and said, "Half the house is gone. The other half remains. My son and daughter-in-law were in the other half."

"Are they all right?" I asked him.

The old man didn't answer and went back to his praying. After a while, he started to weep. A half minute later came the sounds of air defenses. A woman screamed, pointing at the window, while several others tried to calm her down.

Outside, an ambulance wailed into the lot. Two days earlier, ambulances had been directed to turn off their sirens so as not to add to the general anxiety. But today, the alarms were back. I was in no special hurry to get to my next destination, but somehow I found myself speed-walking, even running, toward the address.

Arash Azizi: Iran's stunning incompetence

The woman people had been calling the "cat lady" stood at her door, looking past me as though into a burning forest. I followed her to the kitchen, where she handed me a glass of lemonade. There had to be several dozen cats in that house--maybe 60 or more. The woman tiptoed among them like someone walking in a shallow pool of water. "Only 12 are mine," she said. "The rest--their owners have been dropping off here the past few days."

"How come they don't fight with each other?" I asked. I've had my share of cats and know that they don't readily share space with their own kind.

She said, "In normal times, yes. They'd fight. But it's as if they know what's going on. When they first get here, they take one look around and then find a corner and sit quietly and wait." During explosions, the cats would huddle together or hide under the furniture.

I asked her whether she was also afraid. She smiled. "When you have to take care of this many cats, you don't have time to be afraid."

A tabby with big, orange eyes rubbed against her ankles. She bent down to pick up the animal and caress it. Some people had abandoned their house pets on the streets when they left the city, she told me. They had little chance of surviving. She'd become the cat lady by posting an ad: For absolutely free, she was willing to take care of anyone's cat.

"My biggest problem right now is finding enough litter and dry food for them," she told me. "All the pet shops are closed. I try to give them wet food that I cook myself. But a lot of them are not used to it and get diarrhea."

She told me that one pet-shop owner she knew had promised to come back to Tehran that night with supplies. I contemplated that as I finished a second lemonade: A pet-shop owner returning to Tehran under bombardment to make sure these cats have litter and food.

Back outside, the sky was quiet. Moving through the back alleys of the Yusefabad neighborhood, I found myself hurrying again, although I had no idea why.


Tehran's Grand Bazaar, empty, on June 16 (Atta Kenare / AFP / Getty)



June 24

A seemingly continuous flood of cars was returning to the city. Here and there, an anti-aircraft gun would go off for a second, but no one looked up at the sky anymore. Taxicabs were still rare and very expensive, but the metro and buses had been made free for everyone, at all hours.

I decided to visit my publisher, Cheshmeh bookstore, on Karim Khan Avenue. My latest book came out just a month ago, but the war froze everything, book launches especially.

Cheshmeh had hung a white banner outside. It read: Our shelter is the bookstore. The words gave me a warm feeling after days of fear. Inside, the store smelled of paper. Several of my old writer friends were there, amid a crowd talking about politics.

A young man with tired eyes was showing his cellphone screen to two others and saying, "Look at what they're writing about me. 'He's in the regime's pay.' Look at all these horrible emojis and comments. And why? Just because I posted something saying, 'I pity our country and I'm against any foreigners attacking it.'"

"They write this sort of garbage about all of us," a middle-aged man offered. "Don't take it seriously. For all we know, they're just pressure groups and bots."

The young man didn't want to hear it. "If I was in the pay of the government, don't you think I should own a home by now at least? I've lost count of how many pages of my books they've censored over the years. Folk like us, we take beatings from both sides."

A gray-haired woman with a blue shawl over her shoulders said to him, "Do and say what you think is right, my son. Some people want to mix everything together." She had a kindly voice that seemed to calm the young man down a little bit.

From behind me, someone said, "I fear this cease-fire is a hoax."

Another voice replied, "No, it's really over. America entered to make sure they wrap it up."

I bought a newly translated book by a Korean author, chatted a little more with friends, and left, taking one last look at that miraculous white banner: Our shelter is our bookstore.

I had hardly slept since the U.S. attack on Iran's nuclear sites two days earlier. At my friend Nasser's house, during the long night of explosions, I'd fixed my gaze on a small chandelier that never stopped quivering. The last night of the war was the absolute worst. A few hours after the world had announced an imminent cease-fire, Nasser's windows were open. The familiar flash, the ensuing rattle and jolt. Nasser ran out of the kitchen with wet hands, shouting, "Didn't the fools announce a cease-fire?"

The explosions came in seemingly endless waves. I was in the bathroom when one shook the building to what felt like the point of collapse. The lights went out, and there was a sound of shattering glass. I spotted Nasser in the living room. He was trying to stand up but couldn't. That chandelier had finally broken into a hundred little pieces. Nasser said nothing, which was strange. I turned on my phone's flashlight and shone it at him. He didn't look right and kept his hand over the side of his abdomen. I turned the light to that area and saw blood.

"What happened?"

"I have little pieces of glass inside me."

"We have to go to the hospital."

"We can't go now. Let's go sit under the stairway. It's safer there."

Arash Azizi: A cease-fire without a conclusion

The building was empty. Everyone else seemed to have left the city. Nasser couldn't: He was an electrical engineer for the national railway and had to remain at his post.

Under the stairs did not feel safer. The building was old and flimsy. I had the feeling that one more blast would send the whole thing crashing down on us. I examined Nasser's wound under the flashlight. It was about eight inches long, but not very deep and not bleeding too much. I closed my eyes and tried to imagine that we were somewhere else when, from outside, I started to hear laughter and voices. I looked at Nasser to see whether I was imagining things. His face was chalk white, but he, too, had heard them.

I opened the door to the outside. Four teenagers were standing right there, in the middle of the street, watching the fireworks in the skies over Tehran with excitement. One of the boys was holding a huge sandwich, and the girls were decked out in the regalia of young goth and metal fans the world over. If it hadn't been for the sound of explosions, I would have imagined I'd been thrown into another time and dimension altogether.

The kids looked thrilled to have run into us. One of the boys asked, "What's happening, hajji?"

"My friend's been injured."

"Dangerous?"

"I'm not sure. I'm thinking I should take him to a hospital."

"You need help?"

I backed Nasser's car out of the garage. It was caked with dust and bits of chipped wall. The kids helped us, and two of them even volunteered to ride along to the hospital. The sounds of explosions retreated as we drove, but the silence that followed was deep and somehow foreboding.

Nasser got stitched up fairly quickly. Dawn light was filtering into the emergency-room waiting area as we prepared to leave, people murmuring to one another that the cease-fire had begun. I looked around for the kids who'd come with us to the hospital. They were gone. I thought about how, years from now, they'd think back on that night, and I wondered how their memories would compare with Nasser's and mine.

That was the last night. Now, leaving the bookstore, I went to the bus terminal at Azadi Square. Tehran was back in full swing; coming and going were easy too. I bought a ticket to Bandar Anzali and, as I boarded, took one last look at the Azadi Square monument--an elegant testimonial to the long suffering of modern Iran. The very next day, June 25, the Tehran Symphonic Orchestra was set to hold a free concert in the square. It was already hard to believe that this city had just experienced a war.


The monument at Azadi Square in Tehran, illuminated, on June 25. (Xinhua / Getty)





*Photo-illustration by Jonelle Afurong / The Atlantic. Source: PATSTOCK / Getty; duncan1890 / Getty; fotograzia / Getty; natrot / Getty; Morteza Nikoubazl / NurPhoto / Getty; Getty.
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Chinese Students Feel a Familiar Chill in America

Surveillance, censorship, detention were things to worry about back home. Now they're here.

by Lavender Au




"I need to get my degree safely," the student told me. A Chinese national and doctoral candidate in social sciences at an American university, she'd recently heard that her social-media messages might be checked at the U.S. border. "Safely," for her, meant a series of measures to avoid anything incriminating: She downloaded the end-to-end-encrypted messaging app Signal and set her messages to disappear after 24 hours, and she also no longer sends sensitive links in group chats--that is, anything involving Donald Trump, Israel, or DEI. She's not the only one with a new sense of anxiety. Whenever her Chinese classmates talk about American politics at the campus cafeteria or in school, she told me, they lower their voices.

The day she and I spoke, June 10, was the final day of China's university-entrance exams. She had been watching videos on the Chinese social-media platform Weibo of students back home being cheered on to the examination venues by crowds, of flowers being handed out, and of police asking motorists not to honk so that students could concentrate on their test. She said it felt as though the whole society was behind them, willing their success.

Earlier that day, she had received an email from her U.S. university department that provided an emergency plan for sudden visa revocation. The memo included a recommendation to make a contact list of immigration attorneys, and a notice to save both digital and printed copies of the plan. The email even came with guidance on securing temporary housing, implying that students needed a backup plan. Seeking clarification, students were told that they were responsible for covering any costs.

"We're students; we don't have lawyers," she said. "We just don't know how to navigate this."

The administration's actions had led to rising defensiveness and pessimism in her circle. And the housing advice prompted her to ask, half-jokingly, "Are we at war, or what?"

I spoke with five Chinese nationals for this article: an undergraduate, a master's student, two people pursuing Ph.D.s, and one newly tenured faculty member. None of them wanted their name used. The younger students--less tethered to the United States--spoke openly about considering other options: countries with clearer rules, less visa ambiguity and angst. The doctoral students were more invested in trying to stay and, despite growing uncertainty, wanted to build a career in the United States. I have been writing about China, from Beijing, for the past few years, so I'm used to my sources asking for anonymity. People in China are acutely conscious of the limits of permissible speech there and how crossing those lines can affect their future. But this time, I wasn't speaking with Chinese people in China; I was speaking with Chinese people in the United States. This time, they weren't afraid of their own government back home, but the American one they were living under.

The grounds for their fear were not hypothetical. The United States is trying to draw a red line to keep out Chinese students it perceives as a national-security threat. The problem is that no one knows exactly where the line is.

From 2009 to 2022, Chinese students were the largest group of international students in the United States. At peak, in the 2019-20 academic year, some 370,000 Chinese students were enrolled at American universities. Numbers have since tapered off, initially because of the pandemic. Then, on May 28, Secretary of State Marco Rubio announced that the U.S. would begin "aggressively" revoking visas of Chinese students, including those studying in "sensitive" fields or with Chinese Communist Party links.

A Republican-backed bill currently in Congress goes further still--it would ban visas for all Chinese nationals looking to study in the United States. The authors of the bill point to China's 2017 National Intelligence Law, which requires citizens to support intelligence-gathering for their home country even when abroad. Although the GOP bill may not pass, its hard-line stance underlines the level of uncertainty students now face.

In June, President Donald Trump appeared to give Chinese students in the U.S. a reprieve when he announced that they would remain welcome, pending a putative trade deal with China. But by making plain that the students were a token in his trade war, Trump only increased the uncertainty of their predicament.

The Chinese students I spoke with were intently parsing official edicts in an effort to work out which course subjects were sensitive and which weren't. What I detected from my conversations with them was their sense of being caught in a guessing game. A formerly innocuous decision about whether to leave the U.S. for a trip now seemed like a high-stakes gamble. In the country that they had believed offered the freest and most resource-rich research environment, they were now carefully policing their own discourse. Back in China, students know the score, but they never expected to be contending with these worries in the United States. In its nationalist rhetoric and sweeping use of state-security justifications, the U.S. was starting to mirror aspects of the very system it has long denounced.

"The White House website looks like a Chinese government site now," the newly tenured professor told me, referring to the oversize portraits of President Trump.

Read: The Trojan Horse will come for us too

When the social-sciences Ph.D. student first applied to study abroad, she regarded the U.S. as the world leader for research in her field. Among her peers, the opportunity to pursue postgraduate studies at an American university was the runaway first choice. She had graduated from China's elite Tsinghua University, known especially for its STEM programs, so America's close ties between research and business, with proximity to venture capital, were part of the draw. "You want to see your work realized in real life," she told me.

That optimism has faded as she's seen the heightened U.S.-China tensions filtering down into life on an American campus. "You always walk with your Chinese identity," she said. "It's hard to isolate yourself from ongoing chaos."

Even during the first Trump administration, some of her friends from China had sensed that the environment in the U.S. was growing more hostile. Those who were studying subjects with potential military applications, such as robotics and information systems, applied to European programs instead. But they faced difficulties there too: After initially receiving offers from universities in the European Union, they saw their visa prospects vanish into a bureaucratic thicket of vetting checks. European countries have also increased their scrutiny of Chinese students who conduct STEM research with potential military, as well as civilian, applications.

A Chinese student at New York University told me that he'd considered joining a "No Kings" rally this month but decided to stay away, fearing that he might endanger his visa. "It's becoming the same as the situation in China," he said. "You can talk about foreign policy, but not domestic policy."

After his positive experience of a year at a U.S. high school, he'd had no hesitation about applying only to American universities--which ranked highly for the engineering degree he expected to graduate with. But he told me he might have applied elsewhere if he had known how quickly American government policy would turn against international students, and Chinese students in particular. Now he was living with the same visa-status anxiety facing friends of his--Chinese nationals or people raised in China--who were seeing their renewals denied or delayed with vague demands for additional paperwork. He wasn't privy to their full applications, but he believed that these obstacles were a result of their Chinese ties.

The NYU student wasn't alone in sensing a shift. A master's student told me that during her reentry to the U.S. last year, she was pulled aside into what Chinese students colloquially call the "little black room," an immigration-interview room at the airport. This reflects a pattern of heightened scrutiny at the border that began under the Biden administration, but Chinese citizens are familiar with the "little black room" because it's what security officers back home use if they suspect some kind of anti-government conduct.

The U.S. immigration officer checking her passport said she could leave after the student declared she was studying graphic design. If her answer had been computer science, she believed from accounts she'd seen on social media, "I'd definitely stay there for a few hours."

A Ph.D. student in a Republican state who has planned a research trip out of the country this summer told me that her adviser expressly warned her not to get involved in protests or post anything pro-Palestine online, and to watch her driving speed. She said these warnings began last year, as red states anticipated Trump's return to power. Fearing that she could be denied reentry, she was ready to cancel her trip entirely if official U.S. announcements became more hard-line.

The master's student has exercised similar precautions. Knowing that social-media accounts are checked and have a bearing on visa issuance, she restricts herself to sharing internet memes that broadly hint at her frustration without specifically criticizing federal immigration policy. Memes live in a "gray area," she said. Being vague makes them "safer."

Read: No more student visas? No problem.

This moment is by no means the first time that the U.S. has viewed Chinese students with suspicion. In the 1950s, American officials placed the scientist Qian Xuesen under house arrest and eventually deported him. The U.S. authorities came to regret their action: Back in China, Qian became the father of its missile-and-space program.

Relations began to thaw in the '70s after President Richard Nixon's historic visit to China. In 1979, China's leader Deng Xiaoping met with President Jimmy Carter and agreed to step up scientific exchanges. Implicit in the U.S. government's motivation was a belief that if Chinese students were exposed to the benefits of democracy, they would recognize what they were missing and create a political constituency for reforming China.

This spirit of engagement persisted through China's entry into the World Trade Organization in 2001. By then, the aspiration of studying abroad had been normalized for Chinese young people--as a personal choice. The wildly popular 1990s TV show A Beijinger in New York, which aired on the state broadcaster China Central Television, was a testament to that generation's curiosity about the outside world. This cultural trend continued into the early 2000s, when "Harvard Girl" Liu Yiting became a national sensation as an American-educated success story. Her parents' best-selling book chronicling how they'd raised her was a model for millions of other Chinese families, all hoping to nurture their own Harvard Girl.

The recently U.S.-tenured professor I spoke with came of age during China's relatively liberal era of the late 1990s and early 2000s, under the premierships of Jiang Zemin and Hu Jintao, so he had earned his master's at a very different time in U.S. politics, during Barack Obama's presidency. His own research field is national security--and he acknowledged that the United States had legitimate concerns about Chinese government-sponsored actions, citing instances of intellectual-property theft.

"I just don't think the administration is dealing with this in a targeted way," he told me. Refusing students a visa simply because of links to the CCP was too broad, he argued, given China's condition as a one-party state in which almost every institution has a formal party presence. He supported the vetting of students, based on solid evidence and with due process.

In the student-deportation cases he was following, some were being removed because they had once been charged with a minor offense, even if the charge had subsequently been dismissed. "It's shocking," he said. "Their status was revoked overnight." He said, in most instances, the Chinese students' universities received no prior notice.

"My guess is the government has adopted some kind of screening system," he said, but one that seemed to him crude and unreliable. "There are a lot of false positives." (I requested comment from Immigration and Customs Enforcement and its parent agency, the Department of Homeland Security, but received no response.)

This student's home country, he added, was not making things easier for Chinese students abroad. "The National Intelligence Law is not doing us a favor," he said: The law includes penalties for obstructing intelligence work, which puts Chinese nationals abroad in a very awkward position. I asked what he'd do if the Chinese government asked him to share information; he said he'd call an American lawyer.

On RedNote, a social-media app popular with Chinese students, posts continue to circulate about deportations over such minor infractions as speeding tickets. Some fear that if they travel abroad, they will be denied reentry to the United States. Chinese students are familiar with surveillance, scrutiny, and expansive definitions of national security. They just didn't expect all of that from the U.S. government, as well.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2025/07/chinese-students-america-trump/683391/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



The Making of Kurt Vonnegut's <em>Cat's Cradle</em>

How the novelist turned the violence and randomness of war into a cosmic joke

by Noah Hawley




On August 5, 1945--the day before the world ended--Frank Sinatra was at a yacht club in San Pedro, California. There, he is reported to have rescued a 3-year-old boy from drowning.

On the other side of the country, Albert Einstein--the father of relativity--was staying in Cabin No. 6 at the Knollwood Club on Lower Saranac Lake, in the Adirondacks. Einstein couldn't swim a stroke, and (in a reverse Sinatra) was once saved from drowning by a 10-year-old boy.

What neither of them realized when they woke up on the morning of August 6 was that at 8:15 a.m. Japan Standard Time, the first atomic bomb, nicknamed "Little Boy," had been dropped on the city of Hiroshima, obliterating standing structures and killing close to 80,000 people.

"The day the world ended" is how Kurt Vonnegut described it in his novel Cat's Cradle, published in 1963. Vonnegut had served in the U.S. Army during World War II, and was one of a handful of survivors of a different American attack: the firebombing of the German city of Dresden, which killed as many as 35,000 people and leveled the town once described as "Florence on the Elbe."

"The sky was black with smoke," Vonnegut later wrote in Slaughterhouse-Five, the novel that fictionalized his experience. "The sun was an angry little pinhead. Dresden was like the moon now, nothing but minerals. The stones were hot. Everybody else in the neighborhood was dead."

The atomic bomb dropped on Hiroshima is believed, by some estimates, to have killed as many as 146,000 people, once injuries, burns, and long-term radiation poisoning were factored in--approximately the population of Gainesville, Florida, today.

Here is a photograph of the children who dropped it:


U.S. Department of Defense



I say "children" because the mission commander, Colonel Paul Tibbets, was 30. Robert A. Lewis, the co-pilot, was 27. Thomas Ferebee, the bombardier, was 26. The navigator, Theodore "Dutch" Van Kirk, was 24. Here is a picture of what happened to the children down below:


Keystone / Getty



President Harry Truman was on the USS Augusta at the time, returning from a conference in Potsdam, Germany, following that country's surrender. The ship's captain interrupted Truman's lunch to give him a message announcing the attack.

That afternoon, Truman attended a program of entertainment and boxing held on the well deck. The ship's orchestra played. The boxing ended abruptly when the ring posts collapsed, slightly injuring a spectator. Such was the nature of human suffering that day.

Cat's Cradle was Vonnegut's fourth novel. He had started it nearly a decade earlier, in 1954, when he was just 31 years old. It is the story of Jonah, a journalist who has set out to write a book about what famous people were doing the day of the Hiroshima bombing. In the book, Jonah tracks down the three living descendants of Dr. Felix Hoenikker, one of the so-called fathers of the atomic bomb. Hoenikker is an eccentric scientist who once left a tip for his wife by his coffee cup and would go on to create a substance called Ice 9, which could freeze all water on Earth at room temperature--thus ending the world.

From the July 1955 issue: Kurt Vonnegut's short story 'Der Arme Dolmetscher'

Cat's Cradle made about as much impact on popular culture when it came out as Vonnegut's previous books had, which is to say not much. His first novel, Player Piano, had been published more than 10 years prior, to little acclaim, and Vonnegut was scrambling to make ends meet for his growing family. After the war he had made a pretty good living writing short stories, until that market softened. Since then he had worked as an English teacher at a school for wayward boys and as a publicist for General Electric; in a fit of optimism, he had even started a doomed Saab dealership on Cape Cod. An apt word to describe Vonnegut's state of mind in those years would be desperate. Little did he know that Slaughterhouse-Five, published in 1969, would make him one of the most famous writers in the world.

Vonnegut was similarly unaware that World War II would be the last war of what historians call the Industrial Age. In the 19th century, steam-powered machines had revolutionized human enterprise. Then, following the development of electricity, came a wave of innovation never before seen--the telegraph, telephone, automobile, airplane--as physicists such as Einstein and his successors illuminated the very fabric of the universe. Many of those same physicists would later join the Manhattan Project, harnessing the power of the atom and creating the first atomic weapon.

In some ways, Little Boy was the ultimate invention of the Industrial Age, which ended a few years later. What replaced it? The Atomic Age, of course, followed in the 1970s by the Information Age. Were Vonnegut alive today, he might say that whatever they call the age you live in is actually the name of the weapon they're using to try to kill you.

In 1943, two years before the bombing of Hiroshima, Kurt Vonnegut dropped out of Cornell University and enlisted in the Army. He was 20 years old. Here is a photo of him:


PJF Military Collection / Alamy



The Army taught him to fire howitzers, then sent him to Europe as a scout. Before he left, Vonnegut surprised his mother, Edith, by going home for Mother's Day 1944. In return, Edith surprised Vonnegut by killing herself. That Saturday night, she took sleeping pills while he lay unaware in another room. Seven months later, Private First Class Vonnegut was crossing the beach at Le Havre with the 423rd Infantry Regiment of the 106th Infantry Division.

They marched to Belgium, taking up position in the Ardennes Forest near the town of St. Vith. It was one of the coldest winters on record, and death was all around them. On December 16, the Germans attacked. Inexperienced American troops holding the front buckled, creating a bulge in the line, thus giving the ensuing battle its name. When it was over, about 80,000 American soldiers had been killed or wounded. But Vonnegut didn't make it to the end. He barely made it three days. Cut off and outnumbered, his regiment was forced to surrender; Vonnegut and more than 6,000 other soldiers were captured. As the Germans advanced, his buddy Bernard O'Hare shouted, "Nein scheissen! " to the advancing German troops. This did not mean "Don't shoot!," as he thought. What he yelled instead was "Don't shit!"

After a long forced march, Vonnegut and thousands of other American POWs were packed into boxcars. The dark cars smelled of cow shit, and the soldiers were crammed so tightly, they were forced to stand. It took two days to load them. Vonnegut later recounted how, 18 hours after their departure, the unmarked German train was attacked by the Royal Air Force. It was Christmas Eve. Strafed by RAF fighters, bombs dropping all around them, dozens of American prisoners were killed by Allied planes. Against all odds, Vonnegut was still alive.

The name Little Boy was chosen by Robert Serber, a Los Alamos physicist who worked on the bomb's design. It seems only fitting for a weapon dropped by children from a plane named after the pilot's mother, Enola Gay. Ten feet long and weighing close to 10,000 pounds, "the gadget"--as the scientists called it--was a plug-ugly sumbitch, made of riveted steel and wires. Nothing like the sleek, gleaming technology of today. See for yourself:


Keystone-France / Gamma-Keystone / Getty



Little Boy was a gun-type bomb, its explosive power triggered by firing a "bullet" of uranium into a target of uranium. When the projectile and target combined, they formed a supercritical mass capable of sustaining a rapid nuclear chain reaction. That's a fancy scientist way of saying "massive explosion," and boy howdy, was it.

Fission reactions occur so fast that it's hard to describe them using our human sense of time. Within one-millionth of a second of the uranium bullet hitting its target, a fireball of several million degrees was formed, spawning a shock wave with a blast equivalent to 15 kilotons of TNT that pushed the atmosphere at supersonic speeds, and that traveled outward at two miles per second from the hypocenter. The fiery shock wave flattened everything in its path, igniting birds in midair. About a third of the bomb's energy was released as thermal radiation: gamma and infrared rays that flashed through clothing, burning textile patterns into victims' skin and causing severe burns up to a mile away. In the time it takes to say "boom," roughly 80,000 people were reduced to ash, and 4.4 square miles of city were obliterated.

Wilfred Burchett was the first Western reporter to reach Hiroshima after the bombing. On September 2, sitting on a piece of rubble, he wrote, "Hiroshima does not look like a bombed city. It looks as if a monster steamroller had passed over it and squashed it out of existence."

For clarity, a steamroller was an Industrial Age machine used for compacting dirt and gravel in order to create smooth surfaces upon which vehicles could drive.

And so the world ended, if not in fact then in theory.

When he arrived in Dresden, Vonnegut and his fellow POWs were put to work in a malted-syrup factory, making food for Germans that the POWs were not themselves allowed to eat. The guards were cruel, the work exhausting. Vonnegut was singled out and badly beaten. One night, as air-raid sirens roared, Vonnegut and the other POWs were herded into the basement of a slaughterhouse, huddling among the sides of beef as the city above them was bombed.

All told, British and American bombers dropped more than 3,900 tons of highly explosive and incendiary bombs on Dresden that night.

Vonnegut described it this way in a letter to his family: "On about February 14th the Americans came over, followed by the R.A.F." The combined forces "destroyed all of Dresden--possibly the world's most beautiful city. But not me."

Here is a photo of the city before the bombing:


Ullstein Bild / Getty



And here is what it looked like when the Allies were done with it:


Ullstein Bild / Getty



To destroy the city of Dresden took hundreds of bombs dropped over multiple hours. To destroy the city of Hiroshima, all it took was one. This, a cynical man might say, is what progress looks like.

In his 1967 collection of essays about the Atomic Age, The Ghost in the Machine, Arthur Koestler, a Hungarian British author and journalist, wrote, "The crisis of our time can be summed up in a single sentence. From the dawn of consciousness until the middle of our century man had to live with the prospect of his death as an individual; since Hiroshima, mankind as a whole has to live with the prospect of its extinction as a biological species."

Throughout human history, children have adopted a rule of engagement called "not in the face." Think of it as the first Geneva Convention. Violating the not-in-the-face rule opens the offender up to serious retribution. It is an act of war. Now I get to hit you in the face, or worse. In fact, maybe I should kick you in the balls to teach you a lesson and restore the balance of power. Maybe I need to make the cost of hitting me in the face so high, you never take another swing. If Pearl Harbor was an unprovoked face punch, then Hiroshima was the kick in the balls to end all future wars. Scientists of the Industrial Age made that kick possible.

Vonnegut's relationship with his own children after the war was mixed at best. There would be seven in total, three biological and four of his sister's boys, who had come to live with him and his wife, Jane, in 1958, when Vonnegut's brother-in-law, Jim, died in a train derailment, his commuter train launching itself from the Newark Bay Bridge into Newark Bay. Two days later, Vonnegut's sister, Alice, died of breast cancer. So it goes. It was Alice who had shaken Vonnegut awake on Mother's Day 1944 to tell him their mother was dead. Vonnegut considered Alice his muse, and later wrote in Slapstick : "I had never told her so, but she was the person I had always written for. She was the secret of whatever artistic unity I had ever achieved."

Suddenly the house was overstuffed with children between the ages of 2 and 14. For the next five years, Vonnegut tried (and mostly failed) to write Cat's Cradle. The stress of supporting that large a family as a writer, while still processing trauma from the war, made him irritable. Never a hands-on dad, he left most of the actual parenting to Jane, and as the chaos of family life filled the house, he would hole up in his study all day, chain-smoking. The slightest noise from the children could propel him from the room, ranting.

Vonnegut himself had been raised in a house of math and science. His father was an architect. As a scientist, his brother would pioneer the field of cloud seeding. But Vonnegut had a complicated relationship with the word progress. His experience in the war had soured him on the idea that science was exclusively a force for good. Too often, he believed, scientists and engineers focused on the question Can we do something? rather than Should we? He saw this when he looked at the Manhattan Project. Though scientists at Los Alamos knew that the bomb they were designing was meant to be dropped on people, they rarely thought about the consequences of dropping it.

After the war, the physicist Victor Weisskopf, who'd worked on the bomb at Los Alamos, admitted that he was "ashamed to say that few of us even thought of quitting. It was the attraction of the task. It was impossible to quit at that time." The task, he said, was "technically sweet."

J. Robert Oppenheimer himself used this phrase during testimony at his security-clearance hearing after the war. "It is my judgment in these things that when you see something that is technically sweet, you go ahead and do it and you argue about what to do about it only after you have had your technical success. That is the way it was with the atomic bomb. I do not think anybody opposed making it."

"Nice, nice, very nice," as Bokonon wrote in his "53rd Calypso." "So many different people in the same device." Bokonon was the fictional founder of a religion that Vonnegut invented for Cat's Cradle, a novel as much about the hypocrisy of organized religion as it was about war. Bokonon's first dictum is this: "All of the true things I am about to tell you are shameless lies."

Here's another shameless lie: The atomic bomb was dropped to save lives. This is an ancillary thing that war does; it inverts language. See, the lives that mattered to scientists at Los Alamos were American. So they chose to focus on the lives they would spare--the GIs who would theoretically die in a conventional invasion--instead of the Japanese citizens who would actually die when the bomb was dropped. This made the morality of their actions easier to justify. In this way, they kept things sweet.

And yet, to quote a survivor, those scientists who invented the atomic bomb--"what did they think would happen if they dropped it?"

Here are some things that happened. Day turned to night. In a flash, the bomb destroyed 60,000 of the 90,000 structures in a 10-mile radius. Of the 2,370 doctors and nurses in Hiroshima, 2,168 were killed or injured too badly to work.

This is what the atomic bomb did to survivors: "They had no hair because their hair was burned, and at a glance you couldn't tell whether you were looking at them from in front or in back," a survivor told The New York Times in 1981. "Their skin--not only on their hands, but on their faces and bodies too--hung down." In this way they stumbled down the road, going nowhere, "like walking ghosts."

Only a few of the survivors were children, as most school-age kids near ground zero were killed on impact. This is because at 8:15 a.m. on August 6, they had gathered outside their schools to help create firebreaks to slow the spread of flames in the event of firebomb raids like the ones that had destroyed Tokyo and so many other Japanese cities. Did they hear the distant roar of the B-29, I wonder, flying overhead? An air-raid siren had gone off an hour earlier, but no planes had come, so now, when the Enola Gay approached, many didn't even look up.

Picture the children of Hiroshima on that sunny morning, thousands of little haircuts, thousands of gap-toothed smiles. Thousands of children trying to be good citizens, wondering what the morning snack would be. This is whom the child pilots flying overhead dropped the bomb on: schoolchildren and their parents. What else are we to think? The city of Hiroshima had no real military or technological value. It was a population center, chosen to send a message to the emperor.

So it goes--or, as the survivors of Hiroshima used to say, "Shikata ga nai," which loosely translates to "It can't be helped." This sentiment was born from the Japanese practice of Zen Buddhism--an even older made-up religion than Bokononism, Vonnegut might say. And yet, what else can one say about a world in which children drop bombs on other children?

In Slaughterhouse-Five, Vonnegut writes of an argument he had with his old Army buddy Bernard's wife, Mary. Vonnegut has gone to their house to drink and trade war stories, and when he tells them he is writing a novel about the war, Mary erupts:

"You were just babies then!" she said.
 
 "What?" I said.
 
 "You were just babies in the war--like the ones upstairs! ... But you're not going to write it that way, are you ... You'll pretend you were men instead of babies, and you'll be played in the movies by Frank Sinatra and John Wayne or some of those other glamorous, war-loving, dirty old men. And war will look just wonderful, so we'll have a lot more of them. And they'll be fought by babies like the babies upstairs."

Later, thinking back on Cat's Cradle's amoral physicist, Dr. Felix Hoenikker, Vonnegut said, "What I feel about him now is that he was allowed to concentrate on one part of life more than any human being should be. He was overspecialized and became amoral on that account ... If a scientist does this, he can inadvertently become a very destructive person."

This overspecialization is a feature, not a bug, of our Information Age.

What are our phones and tablets, our social-media platforms, if not technically sweet? They are so sleek and sophisticated technologically, with their invisible code and awesome computing power, that they have become, as Arthur C. Clarke once wrote, indistinguishable from magic. And this may, in the end, prove to be the biggest danger.

Because so little thought has been given to the Should we? of the Information Age (what will happen if we give human beings an entertainment device they can fit in their pocket, one that connects them instantly to every truth and every lie ever conceived?), we have, as a society, been caught unprepared. If the atomic bomb, riveted from steel plates and visible wires, was irrefutable proof of the power of science, how is it possible that even more sophisticated modern devices have decreased our faith in science and given rise to the wholesale rejection of expertise?

Talk about a shameless lie! And yet how else to explain the fact that misinformation spread through our magic gadgets seems to be undermining people's belief in the very science that powers them?

To put it simply, if the bomb was a machine through which we looked into the future, our phones have become a looking glass through which we are pulled back into the past.

Shikata ga nai.

After the war, Vonnegut wrestled with what he saw as hereditary depression, made worse by his mother's suicide, his sister's death, and the trauma of war. Unable to justify why he had survived when so many around him had died, and unwilling to ascribe his good fortune to God, Vonnegut settled instead on the absurd. I live, you die. So it goes.

If it had been cloudy in Hiroshima that morning, the bomb would have fallen somewhere else. If POW Vonnegut had been shoved into a different train car, if he had picked a different foxhole, if the Germans hadn't herded him into the slaughterhouse basement when the sirens sounded--so many ifs that would have ended in death. Instead, somehow, he danced between the raindrops. Because of this, for Vonnegut, survival became a kind of cosmic joke, with death being the setup and life being the punch line.

On May 11, 1955, the Hiroshima survivor Kiyoshi Tanimoto, a Methodist minister, was featured on the American television program This Is Your Life. He had come to the U.S. to raise money for victims of the atomic bomb known as the Keloid Girls or the Atomic Maidens.

Seated on a sofa beside the host, Ralph Edwards, Tanimoto wears a baggy suit and looks stunned. After an introductory segment, the camera cuts to the silhouette of a man behind a screen. He speaks into a microphone.

"Looking down from thousands of feet over Hiroshima," he says, "all I could think of was 'My God, what have we done?' "

The camera cuts back to Edwards and Tanimoto. "Now, you've never met him," the host tells the Hiroshima survivor sitting next to him, "never seen him, but he's here tonight to clasp your hand in friendship. Captain Robert Lewis, United States Air Force, who along with Paul Tibbets piloted the plane from which the first atomic power was dropped over Hiroshima."

The camera pans across the stage as the screen retracts and Captain Lewis emerges from shadow. Tanimoto steps into frame and shakes his hand. Both men appear as if they want to throw up:


Ralph Edwards Productions



"Captain Lewis," Edwards says, "come in here close, and would you tell us, sir, of your experience on August 6, 1945?"

There is an uncomfortable beat, in which we wonder if Lewis will be able to continue. The camera cuts to a close-up of Lewis. He is unable to make eye contact with Tanimoto.

"Well, Mr. Edwards, when we left Tinian, in the Mariana Islands, at about eight--at 2:45 in the morning on August the 6th, 1945, our destination was Japan. We had three targets. One was Hiroshima. One was Nagasaki. One was Kurkura.

"About an hour before we hit the coastline of Japan, we were notified that Hiroshima was clear. Therefore, Hiroshima became our target."

The camera cuts to Tanimoto, listening, horrified. The social contract of human behavior freezes him in place.

"Just before 8:15 a.m. Tokyo time," Lewis continues, "Tom Ferebee, our very able bombardier, carefully aimed at his target, which was the second Imperial Japanese Army Headquarters. At 8:15 promptly, the bomb was dropped.

"We turned fast to get out of the way of the deadly radiation and bomb effects. First was a thick flash that we got, and then the two concussion waves hit the ship. Shortly after, we turned back to see what had happened, and there in front of our eyes, the city of Hiroshima disappeared."

"And," Edwards says, "you entered something in your log at that time?"

Lewis's voice breaks and he rubs his temples, trying to compose himself.

"As I said before, Mr. Edwards, I wrote down later: 'My God, what have we done?' "

After retiring from the Air Force, Captain Lewis went to work in the candy business, where he patented various improvements to candy-manufacturing machinery. Sweet treats for kids. Picture them. All those happy kids.

Picture them putting quarters in the vending machine. Picture them in store-bought costumes holding out their Halloween sacks. They are no more theoretical than the children of Hiroshima, but unlike them, these children would grow up.

They would come of age practicing duck-and-cover drills, diving under their desks at the shriek of a whistle; come of age hiding in the bomb shelters their parents had built, terrified of the theoretical deaths that the A-bomb had made all but inevitable.

Nice, nice, very nice. So many different people in the same device.



This article appears in the August 2025 print edition with the headline "Vonnegut and the Bomb."
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The Biggest Anti-Abortion Victory Since 'Dobbs'

The legislation that just passed the Senate represents a big win for anti-abortion advocates--and a subtle shift in their strategy.

by Elaine Godfrey




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.


Amid all the news coverage of the GOP's spending-bill extravaganza--the late-night deficit debates, the strategy sessions, the hallway blanket-wearing--one piece of the package has received comparatively little attention: a provision that would block abortion clinics from receiving Medicaid funds for any of the non-abortion services they provide.

During the past three years, abortion restrictions have mostly taken effect mostly in red and purple states--where legislatures have voted to enact them. But if this proposed provision passes, clinics all over the country will be affected. It would "have a pretty devastating impact on a lot of providers," Mary Ziegler, a legal scholar and an Atlantic contributor, told me. Some would probably close, and others would have to limit the number of patients they serve. It's "a really big deal," she said, with perhaps the most significant consequences for abortion access since the passage of the 1976 Hyde Amendment, which bans federal funds for abortions in most cases.

All of this is complicated--which helps explain the dearth of attention to the matter. But funding for independent abortion providers works like this: Clinics receive money from a variety of sources, including local donations, insurance payments, and Medicaid reimbursements. (Yes, the Planned Parenthood Federation of America receives millions in contributions every year, but most of those funds are earmarked for advocacy, Ziegler told me.) A big percentage of Planned Parenthood's patient pool relies on Medicaid. In keeping with the Hyde Amendment, providers are not reimbursed for abortions, but they do receive federal payments for other services, such as breast-cancer screenings, Pap smears, and STI testing. This new legislation would make Planned Parenthood and other clinics ineligible for any kind of Medicaid reimbursement, Ziegler said.

If clinics are not paid for these services, then, in many cases, they won't be able to provide them. Maybe some clinics would be able to find funds from state legislatures or local donors to fill in the gaps, but many wouldn't. An initial version of the bill passed by the House would have blocked Medicaid funding for 10 years, but the current version, which passed the Senate earlier today, would prohibit that funding for just one year after the law's passage. (That's right--we'll all be back here again soon.)

The cuts represent a pretty clear departure from President Donald Trump's "leave it to the states" approach to abortion policy. They'd affect clinics everywhere, not just in places where Americans have grown accustomed to hearing about abortion restrictions. Most Planned Parenthood clinics at risk of closure under the bill are in states where abortion is legal, the organization says. That's partly because more blue states have recently expanded Medicaid. Up to one-third of patients at Planned Parenthood of Northern New England, for example, are on Medicaid, and reimbursement totals in the millions of dollars, PPNNE CEO Nicole Clegg told me. "We'll work with our state leaders" and increase local fundraising efforts, she said. But it will be difficult to make up the difference.

The bill's passage is part of an abortion one-two punch: Last week, the Supreme Court made it easier for states to deny Medicaid funding to Planned Parenthood. "This is tremendous progress on achieving a decades-long goal that has proved elusive in the past," Marjorie Dannenfelser, the president of Susan B. Anthony Pro-Life America, told me in a statement about the SCOTUS decision and the GOP bill. "This proves what we've said all along: Congress can cut Planned Parenthood's funding--and they just did," Kristan Hawkins, the president of Students for Life of America, wrote on X about the bill. "The moral obligation is clear: If we can do it for 1 year, we must do it for good."

The events of this week also represent a slight strategy change. Reporters like me who have long covered the anti-abortion movement anticipated that, under the second Trump presidency, activists would shift their efforts in a different direction: attempting to outlaw abortion via the 1873 Comstock Act. Many who follow this debate agree that they probably still will. But so far, Trump "hasn't really been doing a lot of what the anti-abortion movement has wanted," Ziegler said. She wonders whether it was "a self-conscious decision to go where they thought Republicans already were"--to work toward withholding funding, which is probably politically safer for the GOP than pursuing a relatively unpopular outright abortion ban.

Next stop: the House of Representatives. Lawmakers there took up the bill today and want to make it law by Friday. But defenders of abortion access are keeping an eye out. As always, with a razor-thin Republican majority, anything could happen.

Related:

	What abortion bans do to doctors
 	A plan to outlaw abortion everywhere






Here are three stories from The Atlantic:

	A big, bad, very ugly bill
 	Jonathan Chait: Congressional Republicans didn't have to do this.
 	A classic childhood pastime is fading.




Today's News

	President Donald Trump visited "Alligator Alcatraz," a makeshift migrant-detention center in the Florida Everglades, and said that he wants to see more detention centers in "many states."
 	Trump wrote in a social-media post that the Department of Government Efficiency might need to reexamine government subsidies for Elon Musk's businesses.
 	Zohran Mamdani officially won New York City's Democratic mayoral primary by 12 points.




Evening Read


Illustration by Akshita Chandra / The Atlantic



The Birth-Rate Crisis Isn't as Bad as You've Heard--It's Worse

By Marc Novicoff

First, the bad news: Global fertility is falling fast. The aging populations of rich countries are relying on ever fewer workers to support their economy, dooming those younger generations to a future of higher taxes, higher debt, or later retirement--or all three ...
 By about 2084, according to the gold-standard United Nations "World Population Prospects," the global population will officially begin its decline. Rich countries will all have become like Japan, stagnant and aging. And the rest of the world will have become old before it ever got the chance to become rich.
 Sorry, did I say "bad news"? That was actually the good news, based on estimates that turned out to be far too rosy.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	Canada's terrible new freedom
 	What a "spiral of silence" can do to a democracy
 	The dark poetry of the Bezos wedding
 	How Claire McCardell changed women's fashion




Culture Break


Apple Original Films



Watch. F1 (out now in theaters) threads the nitty-gritty details of Formula One racing into a traditional underdog drama, David Sims writes.

Read. Soft Core, by Brittany Newell, is a noirish novel set in the world of strip clubs and BDSM dungeons that ventures beyond titillation and into the daily grind, Lily Burana writes.

Play our daily crossword.



Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

Explore all of our newsletters here.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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The Christian Rocker at the Center of MAGA

Sean Feucht is bringing Christian nationalism to the masses.

by Ali Breland




After wildfires erupted in Los Angeles County earlier this year, a team from the Department of Housing and Urban Development descended on the wreckage. Led by HUD Secretary Scott Turner, the entourage walked through the rubble in Altadena, reassuring victims that the Trump administration had their back. At Turner's request, a Christian-nationalist musician named Sean Feucht tagged along. "I can't overemphasize how amazing this opportunity is," Feucht had posted on Instagram the day before. "I'm bringing my guitar. We're going to worship. We're going to pray."



Feucht has recently become a MAGA superstar. He tours the country holding rallies that blend upbeat Christian-rock songs with sermons that tie in his right-wing political views. Between praising President Donald Trump as God's chosen one and suggesting that abortion supporters are "demons," Feucht has repeatedly advocated for the fusion of Church and state. During a performance in front of the Wisconsin statehouse in 2023, Feucht paused after a song to make a proclamation: "Yeah, we want God in control of government," he said. "We want God writing the laws of the land." He has held rallies in all 50 state capitals, spreading similar theocratic messages.



Feucht did not respond to multiple requests for comment. At times, he has denied being a Christian nationalist, but it can be hard to take that perspective seriously. Last year, he overtly embraced the term at a church in Tulsa, Oklahoma. "That's why we get called, Well, you're Christian nationalists. You want the kingdom to be the government? Yes! You want God to come and overtake the government? Yes! You want Christians to be the only ones? Yes, we do," Feucht said. "We want God to be in control of everything," he continued. "We want believers to be the ones writing the laws."



Feucht has the ear of many top Republicans. After he held a prayer gathering on the National Mall a week before the 2024 presidential election, Trump personally congratulated him for "the incredible job" he was doing defending "religious liberty." Feucht then attended Trump's inauguration prayer service at the National Cathedral in January, where he embraced Secretary of Defense Pete Hegseth. The very next week, he posted that House Speaker Mike Johnson had invited him to hold a worship event in the Capitol. Then, in April, Feucht performed at the White House.



Given his rallies and political connections, Feucht is "maybe the most effective evangelical figure on the far right," Matthew D. Taylor, the senior Christian scholar at the Institute for Islamic, Christian, and Jewish Studies, told me. He is a big reason Christian nationalism has more purchase now than at any other point in recent history. According to a February poll from the Public Religion Research Institute, a majority of Republicans support or sympathize with Christian nationalism. They agreed with a variety of statements provided by PRRI, such as "If the U.S. moves away from our Christian foundations, we will not have a country anymore." Last month, the Appeal to Heaven flag--a symbol popular among Christian nationalists--was spotted flying above a D.C. government building. Feucht is pushing to bring religion and government into even closer alignment.



Feucht comes from a subset of evangelical Christianity known as the New Apostolic Reformation, or NAR. As my colleague Stephanie McCrummen has written, "The movement has never been about policies or changes to the law; it's always been about the larger goal of dismantling the institutions of secular government to clear the way for the Kingdom. It is about God's total victory." Many NAR adherents believe in the "seven-mountain mandate," a framework that seeks to go beyond ending the separation between Church and state. The goal is to eventually control the "seven mountains" of contemporary culture: family, religion, education, media, arts and entertainment, business, and government. Feucht has endorsed the fundamental concept. "Why shouldn't we be the ones leading the way in all spheres of society?" he said in a 2022 sermon. In a conversation that same year, Feucht referenced his desire for Christian representation in "the seven spheres of society."



Read: The army of God comes out of the shadows



NAR has several high-profile leaders, but Feucht has been especially adept at drawing outside attention to the movement's goals. After rising to prominence during the early days of the coronavirus pandemic by throwing Christian-rock concerts in violation of lockdown orders, Feucht has built a massive audience of devotees. His constant stream of worship events across the country makes Christian nationalism more accessible for the religious masses, as does his prolific social-media presence (he has half a million followers between Instagram and X). Feucht is connected to just about every faction of the modern right, even the grassroots fringe: On one occasion, he enlisted a member of the Proud Boys, the sometimes-violent far-right group, as part of his security detail. (Feucht later claimed that he wasn't familiar with the group.)



With Feucht's help, a version of the seven-mountain mandate is coming true. The Trump administration is cracking down on "anti-Christian bias" in the federal government, and the president has hired a number of advisers who are linked to Christian nationalism. Under pressure from parents and lawmakers, schools have banned lesson plans and library books related to LGBTQ themes. Feucht is not single-handedly responsible for these wins for Christian nationalists, but his influence is undeniable. Feucht and Hegseth discussed holding a prayer service inside the Pentagon months before the secretary of defense actually did it. Or consider Charlie Kirk, the MAGA power broker who helped run the Trump campaign's youth-vote operation, and then vetted potential White House hires. In 2020, Feucht unsuccessfully ran for Congress and was endorsed by Kirk. Within a week of the endorsement, Kirk invoked the seven-mountain mandate at CPAC, the conservative conference. With Trump, he said, "finally we have a president that understands the seven mountains of cultural influence."



But not everything has been going well for Feucht. Last month, six staffers and volunteers who worked for Feucht published a long and detailed report accusing him of engaging in financial malfeasance. Feucht's former employees claim that he withheld promised expense reimbursements from ministry volunteers, engaged in donor and payroll fraud, and embezzled nonprofit funds for personal use. The allegations track with earlier reporting by Rolling Stone and Ministry Watch, the nonprofit Christian watchdog. Both have reported on opaque financial dealings involving his nonprofits. Citing a lack of transparency and efficiency, Ministry Watch currently gives Sean Feucht Ministries a "Donor Confidence Score" of 19 out of 100, and encourages potential donors to "withhold giving" to the organization.



Feucht hasn't been charged with any crimes stemming from the allegations, and has denied wrongdoing. "None of those allegations are true," Feucht said in a video he recently posted to YouTube. "We're in great standing with the IRS. We're in great standing with our accountants." He later added, "We are taking ground for Jesus, and we are not apologizing for that." It's possible Feucht's audience will take him at his word. The NAR movement is insular and unwavering in its worldview: Allegations are evidence of persecution for success. Still, a large part of Feucht's power is derived from his donors. At some point, some people might get fed up with giving him money. "He could lose traction at the follower level," Taylor said.



So far, that seems unlikely. Scandals can take down people, but ideas are more resilient. Kirk has continued to advocate for Christian-nationalist positions; last year, he argued that "the separation of Church and state is nowhere in the Constitution." (It is, in fact, in the Constitution--right there in the First Amendment.) Even the formerly staunchly secular world of tech is becoming more open to Christian nationalism. In October, Elon Musk held a town hall at Feucht's former church in Pennsylvania, and has called himself a "cultural Christian." Marc Andreessen and other investors have backed a tech enclave in rural Kentucky closely affiliated with Christian nationalists. Regardless of what happens to Feucht, many of the world's most powerful people seem to be inching closer to what he wants.
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They Didn't Have to Do This

<span>By passing Donald Trump's One Big Beautiful Bill Act, congressional Republicans have talked themselves into an incomprehensibly reckless plan. </span>

by Jonathan Chait




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


In their heedless rush to enact a deficit-exploding tax bill so massive that they barely understand it, Senate Republicans call to mind a scene in The Sopranos. A group of young aspiring gangsters decides to stick up a Mafia card game in hopes of gaining the mobsters' respect and being brought into the crew. At the last moment, the guys briefly reconsider, before one of them supplies the decisive argument in favor of proceeding: "Let's do it before the crank wears off." After that, things go as you might expect.

Like the Mafia wannabes, congressional Republicans have talked themselves into a plan so incomprehensibly reckless that to describe it is to question its authors' sanity. As of today's 50-50 Senate vote, with Vice President J. D. Vance breaking the tie, the House and Senate have passed their own versions of the bill. The final details still have to be negotiated, but the foundational elements are clear enough. Congress is about to impose immense harm on tens of millions of Americans--taking away their health insurance, reducing welfare benefits, raising energy costs, and more--in order to benefit a handful of other Americans who least need the help. The bill almost seems designed to generate a political backlash.

Given that President Donald Trump and the GOP, unlike the morons in The Sopranos, are not collectively under the influence of crystal meth, the question naturally arises: Why are they doing this?

Republicans have historically been hesitant to pay for their tax cuts via offsetting cuts to government spending. This is politically rational in the short term. Reductions to government programs affect a much larger group of voters than the slice of wealthy Americans who benefit from GOP tax cuts. To avoid that backlash, congressional Republicans typically finance their tax bills with increased borrowing rather than reduced spending. The goal is to put the costs off to the distant future.

The One Big Beautiful Bill Act employs this technique, adding some $3 trillion to the national debt. But because the cost of the tax cuts is so massive, and the budget deficit already so large, Republicans could not put the entire cost on the credit card this time. Instead, they plan to pay for a portion of the cost with budget cuts. This will expose them to a kind of blowback they have never experienced before.

Polling shows that the megabill is about 20 points underwater, reflecting the fact that its basic outline--a regressive tax cut paired with reduced spending on Medicaid--violates the public's moral intuitions. And however much voters oppose the legislation in the abstract, they will hate it far more once it takes effect.

Republicans have mostly brushed off this brutal reality with happy talk. During a pep rally to psych up Congress to push the bill through before the crank wears off, Trump tried to reassure nervous legislators that the voters wouldn't mind. "We're cutting $1.7 trillion in this bill, and you're not going to feel any of it," he explained.

Trump was nodding at the claim that cuts to health-care subsidies and food assistance would be limited to fraudulent beneficiaries and other waste. Not only is this nowhere close to true, but there is also no conceivable world in which it could be true. Even if $1.7 trillion worth of benefits really were going to undocumented immigrants or fraudsters, the cuts would still affect the doctors and hospitals who give them care, the farmers and grocers who sell them food, and so on.

Jonathan Chait: The cynical Republican plan to cut Medicaid

In reality, the megabill will take food assistance away from some 3 million Americans, while causing 12 million to lose their health insurance. That is how you save money: by taking benefits away from people. Congress is not finding magical efficiencies. To the contrary, the bill introduces inefficiencies by design. The main way it will throw people off their health insurance is by requiring Medicaid recipients to show proof of employment. States that have tried this have found the paperwork so onerous that most people who lose their insurance are actually Medicaid-eligible but unable to navigate the endless bureaucratic hassle. The end result will be to punish not only the millions of Americans who lose Medicaid but also the millions more who will pay an infuriating time tax by undergoing periodic miniature IRS audits merely to maintain access to basic medical care.

Another source of cost savings in the megabill involves killing tax credits and subsidies for renewable energy. Because renewables supply some 90 percent of new energy capacity in the United States, and because electricity demand is rising dramatically, these components of the bill will raise household costs, with the highest spikes hitting Texas, Oklahoma, Kansas, Missouri, Kentucky, and South Carolina, which have huge wind and solar resources.

Perhaps the most severe political risk of the megabill is the potential for setting off a debt crisis. Rising deficits can cause interest rates to rise, which forces the government to borrow more money to pay the interest on its debt, which in turn puts even more upward pressure on rates, in a potentially disastrous spiral. This prospect is far from certain, but should it come to pass, it would dwarf the other harms of the bill.

You'd think sheer venal self-interest, if nothing else, would cause members of the Republican majority to hesitate before wreaking havoc on multiple economic sectors. Yet none of these outcomes has given them pause.

One explanation is that they don't understand just how unpopular the bill is apt to be when it takes effect. Many Republicans rely on party-aligned media for their news, and these sources have mostly cheered the bill while ignoring its downsides. Both chambers of Congress have rushed the bill through with minimal scrutiny, shielding members from exposure to concerns. Even the White House seems unaware of what exactly it's pressuring Congress to do. Yesterday, when a reporter asked Press Secretary Karoline Leavitt about the megabill's proposed tax on wind and solar energy, she appeared totally unfamiliar with the measure and punted the question. (The tax provision was later removed.)

When the Affordable Care Act passed, 15 years ago, Republicans protested that the law had been rushed through Congress. That was not true: The ACA was painstakingly shaped over the course of a year. But the attack seems to have revealed a belief among Republicans that speed and secrecy are political advantages that a shrewd party would employ. They have utilized this method to stampede members of Congress into enacting sweeping social change with minimal contemplation.

The second explanation is that Republicans in Congress, or at least some of them, do understand the consequences of their actions, and are willing to accept the political risk because they truly believe in what they're doing. Republicans have, after all, spent decades fighting to reduce the progressivity of the tax code and to block the expansion of guaranteed health care for people unable to purchase it on their own.

The third explanation is that the political logic of doing the president's bidding has created an unstoppable momentum. Trump has been flexible on the specifics of the legislation. (He floated slightly raising the top tax rate on the rich, to disarm a Democratic attack on it, only for Republicans in Congress to shoot him down.) His sine qua non for the bill is that it be big and beautiful. Using Trumpian lingo to label the bill was a clever decision to brand it as a Trump bill rather than to identify the measure by its much less popular contents.

Annie Lowrey: A big, bad, very ugly bill

Trump has accordingly treated internal dissent ruthlessly. When Elon Musk denounced the bill for blowing up the debt and cutting energy technology, Trump threatened to cut Musk's federal subsidies (subsidies that, curiously enough, he had no previous objection to maintaining). When Senator Thom Tillis of North Carolina criticized the bill's Medicaid cuts, Trump threatened to back a primary challenger in next year's midterms. Tillis immediately announced that he will not seek reelection.

Republicans in Congress have grumbled, occasionally trying to exert leverage to force policy changes. But, with rare exceptions, they have never entertained the prospect of actually opposing Trump's big, beautiful bill. Their criticism begins from the premise that its passage is necessary. They keep repeating the phrase "Failure is not an option," a mantra that seems designed to prevent them from considering the possibility that passing the bill could be worse than the alternative. Senator Josh Hawley wrote a New York Times op-ed opposing Medicaid cuts, then fell in line. "This has been an unhappy episode here in Congress, this effort to cut Medicaid," he told NBC News, referring to an effort that he then personally participated in by voting in favor of the bill.

Or perhaps Republicans in Washington have simply grown inured to Trump-era warnings of catastrophe, which have blared for a decade on end, with accelerating frequency during the second Trump term. Trump has gone to war with the global economy, unilaterally slashed huge swaths of the government, threatened to imprison his enemies, and so on, and yet these affronts never quite bring the widespread devastation--and public revolt--that Trump's critics warn of. One gets the sense that elected Republicans have stopped listening.

They have picked a bad time to let their guard down, however, because this bill is different. One way is that legislation, unlike executive action, is not subject to the TACO principle; once a law has been passed, Trump can't just quietly back down. The other is that they will all have cast a vote for it. An angry public won't merely blame Trump. The ignominy for the disaster will fall upon its authors.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2025/07/big-beautiful-bill-backlash/683390/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Dear James: I'm Living in a Tragedy

Death, estrangement, a struggling friend: How does one carry on when the worst keeps happening?

by James Parker




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

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




Dear James,

I'm a 20-year-old dealing with a string of terrible events. My estranged mother died in a car accident a few days ago. A close friend of mine has been hospitalized for mental-health reasons, and I haven't heard from them. I recently had a falling-out with my family; the details are complicated, but, long story short, I was forced to move out of my family home and am now living at my partner's.

What should I do? How should I even feel? How do you retain your compassion and drive when the worst keeps coming your way?



Dear Reader,

I read somewhere that Carl Jung, if you came to him with news of a wonderful event in your life, would shake his head and say words to the effect of: Well, that's very unfortunate, but if we pull together we can probably make it through this. Conversely, if you'd had bad luck, or were experiencing a personal downturn, he would offer you his heartiest congratulations.

The point being, I suppose, that these up-against-it moments--like the one in which you find yourself--are the places where we grow and learn, about life and about ourselves. Not that this is any consolation to you right now: You're just trying to keep it together under an onslaught of events and emotions. But as much as the current situation is filling your windshield, covering every inch of available surface, I'm pretty sure that, sooner than you think, you'll have all of this in your rearview mirror. And how you look back on it, how you feel about it, will be determined by one thing: whether you kept an open heart.

You identify clearly the risk of being overwhelmed--a sealing-up of the self that leads to loss of feeling for other people, loss of connection to your own sacred momentum. This is suffering in its demonic aspect; it grinds off your humanity. So there's the challenge. Don't be defeated. Don't go into a defensive crouch. Stay upright and available to what's going on, even if--especially if--what's going on is pretty terrible.

I'll say this to you as well: You are young and strong. Me, at the age of 57 and with all of my various habits--I'm susceptible. The faintest touch of calamity lays me out. But you can probably run for days on two hours of sleep and a graham cracker. You can survive this. One upside to everything being awful, to your whole world going acute, as it were, is that you know it can't last. Acuteness, by its nature, has to turn into something else. So hang in there, try not to identify completely with the feelings that are blasting through you (they will pass), and keep your eye on the horizon. Relief is coming.

Sending you the power vibes,

James




By submitting a letter, you are agreeing to let The Atlantic use it in part or in full, and we may edit it for length and/or clarity.
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The Mainstreaming of Literary Kink

A noirish novel set in the world of strip clubs and BDSM dungeons ventures beyond titillation and into the daily grind.

by Lily Burana




Twenty years ago, a reader looking for taboo sex in print had to slink to the back of the bookstore and make whispered inquiries. Today, kinky books make up an established genre, one that shares front-table space with other major releases and possesses its own classics and conventions. This robust menagerie encompasses pulpy household names, including E. L. James's Fifty Shades of Grey, which in 2011 vaulted BDSM onto the New York Times fiction best-seller list. It has a literary canon--Marquis de Sade's Justine, Pauline Reage's Story of O--and elevated LGBTQ smut standards such as Patrick Califia's Macho Sluts. Over in the nonfiction aisle are more practical selections, a hefty cascade of volumes that explore kink from all angles: how-to, history, philosophy, psychology, memoir.

The expansion of the genre tracks the broadening acceptability of erotic inclinations that were previously pathologized (and, at times, criminalized). The 2013 edition of the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM) hastened this shift by redefining certain practices, including "BDSM, fetishism, and transvestic fetishism (a variant of cross-dressing)," as behaviors rather than illnesses, according to an Atlantic article: "Consenting adults were no longer deemed mentally ill for choosing sexual behavior outside the mainstream."

As stigma recedes, the subculture meets the marketplace. While fiction continues to revel in fantasy and the forbidden, nonfiction is bending toward demystifying and normalizing BDSM. The latter form tends to emphasize the community credo of being "safe, sane, and consensual." It also participates in a broader project: staking out a claim to legitimacy by assuring the public that deviance is, paradoxically, normal. Redefining the transgressive as conventional might feel self-contradictory, but the pursuit of acceptance is as strong a human impulse as the appetite for risk. Call it a respectability kink.

Fiction still offers more freedom to roam outside the bounds of propriety, and the most ambitious kink novels venture beyond titillation. The author Brittany Newell sails over the guardrail between fantasy and reality with her second novel, Soft Core, by centering it on a protagonist, Ruth, and a setting, San Francisco's sex industry, that are both lively and deeply believable. Ruth is known as "Baby" at the strip club where she works, an ever-chugging factory of arousal in which wigs and fake names and alternative personas are accessed on the fly to suit customer caprice. All this quick-change artistry offers her a welcome distraction from her existential fears, including the anxiety that her master's thesis, on surveillance, ghosts, and reality TV, was a waste of time. Having started out as something of an accidental sugar baby at 24, she is now 27. "Youth made my general aimlessness cute," she thinks. "Without it, I was just a bad investment."

As someone with professional knowledge of Bay Area strip clubs and dungeons--having worked in them during that same phase of my own life--I understood that although Ruth is haunted by many things, chief among them is the ticking of the clock. Slipping from Ruth to "Baby" at the club gives her both an escape hatch from her Saturn-return blues and a whole new set of problems.

Read: BDSM versus the DSM

Strip clubs aren't really on the kink continuum, but I'd argue that the customer-dancer dynamic is its own form of advanced, high-stakes role-playing. BDSM is definitely an element, for instance, in Baby's relationship with her client Simon, a lonely cipher who PayPals her $800 a month for outre sexual indulgences, then later beseeches her to delete him from her phone.

Newell's gifts for sensory details (a dancer "smelled like creme brulee"; a woman's mouth is "like a Slurpee: endless, red and wet") and for tracing the wavy contours of human connection make her work feel like that of a glitter-bomb David Lynch. Things get wavier still when she wakes one morning to find that her ex-boyfriend Dino, a dashing, fastidious ketamine dealer who loves his dogs and lounges around in elegant women's lingerie, has vanished from the Victorian flat they share.

Within a week of Dino's disappearance, the gamine and eerily familiar Emeline starts dancing at Ruth's club. Like a pampered duckling, Emeline imprints on Ruth, even hunting down her signature perfume--the titular Soft Core, which, as a besotted customer once gushed, makes Ruth "smell like a library in ancient Egypt." Newell's story begins to simmer with noirish detail: mysterious notes appearing in Ruth's belongings; bizarre anonymous emails materializing in her inbox; fast drives on twisty streets; fog rolling in and out, an enigmatic character unto itself. Ruth keeps thinking that she spies Dino everywhere. But does she?

To fill the empty hours without Dino, Ruth takes on an additional hustle as "Sunday," a dominatrix for hire at the Dream House, which is not so much a dungeon as "a pea-green four-bedroom house in a quiet cul-de-sac." There, she broadens her client base as a compassionate consort to men who prefer to indulge darker fantasies. These include Albert. In front of Ruth, he takes on an alternative persona, named "Allie," who claims that Albert is her sugar daddy. Ruth doesn't remark on the irony of tending to an affluent sex-work client who is cosplaying as a sex worker.

Ruth assumes--incorrectly--that she can take Dino's disappearance in stride by overworking, given, as she puts it, her "native ability to absorb any trauma like it was just one more step in my skin-care routine. Wake up at five, wash face, stare into void, moisturize." (I snort-laughed in recognition.) She learns, as the days pass, that dissociative endurance is not necessarily a positive attribute, and that sadness can seep into any space--VIP room, dungeon chamber--as if rising through the floorboards.

Read: Consent isn't enough: the troubling sex of Fifty Shades

Although her rootlessness and sorrow originate from experiences that predate her lover's departure, Ruth wonders if these haunting feelings are exacerbated by her profession. "Maybe my work was partly to blame," she thinks. "I'd been method-acting as a dream girl, and now I couldn't touch back down to earth." Newell skillfully renders the exhaustion of sex work, especially the weird repetitiveness of trying to keep things exciting and new for clients. Years ago in Los Angeles, one friend of mine, a kink impresario who was winding down from a draining day of video shoots by sorting through a rucksack full of black and red leather floggers, sighed to me: "It's not the sex; it's the work."

In interviews, Newell has shared that the scenes set at the Dream House are modeled on her own experience. As a Stanford graduate who published her first novel, Oola, an obsessive love story, when she was 21, Newell might strike the reader as a hyper-literate Persephone: equally adept at chronicling the velvety, narcotic appeal of the "libidinal underworld" and the bell-clang wake-up calls that chase off the escapist high. Her admixture of emotion, intellect, and erotic perceptivity achieves what nonfiction writers--sincere sex positivists and edgy academics alike--often fail at: an explication of the psychology of kink that maintains the heat of intrigue.

Soft Core is more a study in feeling-tones than a tightly plotted thriller. It's a trippy excursion down the rabbit hole into a particular substratum of culture, maintaining a tether to the "real" world while burrowing out to the misty shoreline where it's hard to tell horizon from sky. Each subplot sounds a distant foghorn of loneliness.

As Ruth turns 28, she begins to see that she can't be sustained by a hail of compliments and cash and evanescent male companions. That's not a life; that's a never-ending ghost hunt. This book's growth arc doesn't depend on Ruth/Baby/Sunday finding someone or something she's looking for; it lands on her figuring out what she herself lacks. Transactional fascination pales next to devotion--but you need the eyes to see it.

Read: Is one of the most-cited statistics about sex work wrong?

Soft Core is also a novel about a city. San Francisco has always been a frontier town--a place to pursue an outlier dream. Before it became, as Ruth observes, a "seasick city of data and drugs" that drew hordes of gentrifying tech evangelists, people came seeking queer liberation and a vibrant leather community. And before that: punks, hippies, Beats, and on back to prospectors panning for gold. Many San Francisco seekers find themselves contending with the sour note of the utopian quest. As a canny cartographer of want, Newell takes her place among the city's storied sexual intelligentsia. Though at times her eye for the awkwardness of interrelation points to Mary Gaitskill, she's more a descendent of Danielle Willis, the latex-clad poet whose Zeitgeist Press book, Dogs in Lingerie, gave voice to San Francisco's spooky, kink-conversant stripper narrators 30-plus years ago.

Outsiders often deride kink for both its earnestness and its deviance. The same can be said of sex work. In the words of the San Francisco-based sexologist Carol Queen, "Trashing other people's sexual vision is so common. It's the highbrow's lowest road." But the elusiveness of something (respect, satiety, understanding) often only makes you crave it more, and Soft Core shows us the magnetizing, if at times humbling, pull of raw need. "Nothing lasts forever," Ruth muses. "Except, of course, longing." That is a frontier that some of us will always be chasing. I guess some girls are just kinky that way.
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        Ken Casey: 'I'm Not Going to Shut Up'
        Jeffrey Goldberg

        Ken Casey, the founder and front man of the Celtic punk band Dropkick Murphys, is the physical, attitudinal, and linguistic personification of Boston. Proof of this can be found in the way he pronounces MAGA. To wit: "Magger," as in, "This Magger guy in the audience was waving his fucking Trump hat in people's faces, and I could just tell he wanted to enter into discourse with me." A second proof is that "enter into discourse" is a thing Ben Affleck would say in a movie about South Boston right b...

      

      
        The Phoniest Job in Trump World
        Yair Rosenberg

        To hear Tucker Carlson tell it, an American attack on Iran wasn't just likely to precipitate World War III. It would do something worse: destroy Donald Trump's presidency. "A strike on the Iranian nuclear sites will almost certainly result in thousands of American deaths at bases throughout the Middle East, and cost the United States tens of billions of dollars," the conservative commentator wrote on X on March 17. "Trump ran for president as a peace candidate," Carlson added on June 4. "It's why...

      

      
        The Surefire Way to Elicit Squeals of Delight From a Grown Man
        Tyler Austin Harper

        My father dislikes firework shows, for all the reasons that a man who passed his youth squeezing a trigger in the name of God and country dislikes firework shows. He loves fireworks, however, if he's the one lighting them, a psychological loophole that he and I have availed ourselves of at a number of East Coast tourist-trap locales over the years. Our most recent adventure was an excursion to South Carolina when I was in my 20s: We loaded up a rented golf cart with an immoderate amount of firewo...

      

      
        The Ciceronian Secret to Happiness
        Arthur C. Brooks

        Want to stay current with Arthur's writing? Sign up to get an email every time a new column comes out.I do a lot of public speaking for business leaders about how using the science of happiness can improve their organization and make life easier for everyone. But there's one question I get very frequently: "What about when I have to do hard things that make people unhappy?" For example: having to fire someone, or asking people to make sacrifices. How do I think about this common scenario?This qua...

      

      
        The Worst Kind of Writing About Young Adulthood
        Faith Hill

        This is an edition of Time-Travel Thursdays, a journey through The Atlantic's archives to contextualize the present. Sign up here.The writers of The Atlantic have a long history of fretting about the youths.Take one 1925 article, which began with a call for reason: a promise to judge fairly whether modern young adults were truly as delinquent as everyone seemed to be saying. "They are under suspicion on the counts of, briefly, dancing, drinking, kissing, motoring alone and often at night ('alone'...

      

      
        Congress Is Raising Electricity Bills to Pay for Tax Cuts
        Roge Karma

        Of all the elements of the One Big Beautiful Bill Act, perhaps none is as obviously self-defeating as getting rid of tax credits for clean energy. That decision will not simply set back the fight against climate change. Congressional Republicans could also be setting America up for the worst energy-affordability crisis since the 1970s. Unlike then, this time we'll have imposed it on ourselves.Electricity demand in the United States is rising faster than it has in at least two decades. AI data cen...

      

      
        The Feminine Pursuit of Swoleness
        Julie Beck

        You see it everywhere: A narrative of progress in two snapshots--before and after--that leaves the viewer to imagine what came in between. On the left, a body whose inhabitant is unhappy with it in some way. On the right, the same body but different, and--you're meant to understand--better.On diet culture's greatest-hits album, the "before and after" is the lead single, an earworm that's hard to get out of your mind. Even when it's not being used explicitly to sell something (a meal regimen, a workou...

      

      
        They Didn't Have to Do This
        Jonathan Chait

        Sign up for Trump's Return, a newsletter featuring coverage of the second Trump presidency.In their heedless rush to enact a deficit-exploding tax bill so massive that they barely understand it, Senate Republicans call to mind a scene in The Sopranos. A group of young aspiring gangsters decides to stick up a Mafia card game in hopes of gaining the mobsters' respect and being brought into the crew. At the last moment, the guys briefly reconsider, before one of them supplies the decisive argument i...

      

      
        The Bad Bunny Video That Captures the Cost of Gentrification
        Valerie Trapp

        At the Brookfield Zoo, near Chicago, sloshing inside bags of oxygen and water, thousands of tadpoles await their transformation into what the Chicago Tribune has already dubbed "celebrity amphibians." A few months ago, the sapo concho was bound for extinction. The native Puerto Rican toad has long been endangered on the island thanks to habitat loss and invasive species. Yet fame, then fortune, found the concho: In January, Bad Bunny released his latest album, Debi Tirar Mas Fotos, as well as a s...

      

      
        Chinese Students Feel a Familiar Chill in America
        Lavender Au

        "I need to get my degree safely," the student told me. A Chinese national and doctoral candidate in social sciences at an American university, she'd recently heard that her social-media messages might be checked at the U.S. border. "Safely," for her, meant a series of measures to avoid anything incriminating: She downloaded the end-to-end-encrypted messaging app Signal and set her messages to disappear after 24 hours, and she also no longer sends sensitive links in group chats--that is, anything i...

      

      
        The Disturbing Implications of the Diddy Verdict
        Spencer Kornhaber

        Less than two years ago, the public image of Sean "Diddy" Combs started to shift from playboy to villain: to the raging boyfriend caught beating Cassie Ventura on a hotel camera; the alleged criminal kingpin facing federal prosecution; the mastermind of an elite sex cult, according to online conspiracy theorists. He was broadly painted as (and assiduously denied being) the sort of man who used money and power to pursue his desires no matter the harm to those around him. Now that a verdict has bee...

      

      
        RFK Jr.'s Confusing Disdain for Medicaid
        Nicholas Florko

        For Robert F. Kennedy Jr., "Make America healthy again" is far more than a nice slogan. His cosmic purpose in life, he has said, is to fix the country's health woes. "The first thing I've done every morning for the past 20 years is to get on my knees and pray to God that he would put me in a position to end the chronic-disease epidemic," Kennedy told senators during his confirmation hearing in January. As health secretary, he has continued to emphasize his commitment to that goal. But yesterday, ...

      

      
        Trump's Betrayal of Ukraine
        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: The United States' support for Ukraine is collapsing under Donald Trump's second term--and with it, the global system of peace and security that has protected Americans for decades. David explains what Trump's latest actions reveal about his motivations, and why Ukraine's survival may now depend on the outcome of the 2024 election.Then ...

      

      
        New York Is Hungry for a Big Grocery Experiment
        Yasmin Tayag

        New York City--where takeout is a food group and ovens are for storing clothes--may soon get into the grocery business. If he wins the general election this November, Zohran Mamdani, the new Democratic nominee for mayor, has said he will build a network of municipally owned, affordable grocery stores, one in each of the city's five boroughs. According to Mamdani, the city could help pay for the stores' rent and operating costs by taxing the wealthy, and the stores won't seek to turn a profit, enabl...

      

      
        That Dropped Call With Customer Service? It Was on Purpose.
        Chris Colin

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.In hindsight I'll say: I always thought going crazy would be more exciting--roaming the street in a bathrobe, shouting at fruit. Instead I spent a weary season of my life saying representative. Speaking words and numbers to robots. Speaking them again more clearly, waiting, getting disconnected, finally reaching a person but the wrong person, repeating my story, would I mind one more brief hold. May my childre...

      

      
        The Birth-Rate Crisis Isn't as Bad as You've Heard--It's Worse
        Marc Novicoff

        First, the bad news: Global fertility is falling fast. The aging populations of rich countries are relying on ever fewer workers to support their economy, dooming those younger generations to a future of higher taxes, higher debt, or later retirement--or all three. Birth rates in middle-income countries are also plummeting, putting their economic development at risk. Practically the only countries set to continue growing are desperately poor.By about 2084, according to the gold-standard United Nat...

      

      
        Canada's Terrible New Freedom
        Stephen Marche

        Canada Day is usually no big deal. The country takes off July 1 for the same reason that Americans take off July 4. There are fireworks, and maybe a parade, but you certainly don't have to show up for either. The established ritual for commemorating Canada's founding is to drive to the quietest place you can near a body of water and drink beer while staring at it.This year, though, Canada Day is not quiet. It is not peaceful. This year, Canada is trying to make sure there's a Canada Day next year...

      

      
        A Wartime Diary From Tehran
        Alireza Iranmehr

        Translated by Salar AbdohOn June 13, 2025, Israel launched air strikes on nuclear and military sites in Iran. Over the 12 days that followed, the Israeli campaign expanded to include energy and other infrastructure; Iran retaliated with drone and missile strikes inside Israel; and the United States entered the conflict with strikes on Iranian nuclear facilities on June 22. Alireza Iranmehr is a novelist and an essayist who lives in the north of Iran but returned to Tehran to witness and document ...

      

      
        Your Summer Project: Watching These Movies
        David Sims

        The question that beguiles almost every film fan, from the obsessive cineast to the casual enthusiast, is the simplest one: What should I watch next? Endless carousels on streaming services that feature very little of note don't provide much help. As a way to avoid decision paralysis, I always have at least one movie-viewing project going, a way to check boxes and spur myself toward new things to explore--be it running through an influential director's filmography, checking out the cinema of a par...

      

      
        A Classic Childhood Pastime Is Fading
        Erin Sagen

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.Walk down a quiet American street a few decades ago, and chances were good that you'd come across a vision of the Spielbergian sort: a gaggle of school-age children charging down the block on bikes, armed with a steely sense of purpose, and without any protective headwear.You're less likely to catch that kind of scene today. Over the course of the 1990s, an average of 20.5 million children ages 7 to 17 hopped...

      

      
        The Patriotic Punk
        Hanna Rosin

        Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube | Overcast | Pocket CastsRead Jeffrey Goldberg's related article about Ken Casey.

There are more and less reckless ways for a musician to meddle in politics. The safer ways are to drop an endorsement in an interview (Taylor Swift for Joe Biden), make a supportive video (Beyonce for Barack Obama), maybe even make a video with the candidate himself (Cardi B. and Bernie Sanders). Recently, Ken Casey, the front man for the Celtic punk band Dropkick ...

      

      
        The Trend Disrupting Conventional Housing Wisdom
        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.Conventional housing wisdom dictates that if you can't afford Los Angeles or New York City, try Austin or Atlanta. For years, astronomical prices, labyrinthine zoning laws, and dwindling square footage have driven renters and homeowners out of big coastal cities in droves. Their search for more affordab...

      

      
        Twenty-Four Hours of Authoritarianism
        Jonathan Chait

        Not long ago, I ran into an old friend, a well-regarded Democratic intellectual who recently has moved to my right, but who still holds liberal values and is not a Donald Trump supporter. After we commiserated about the excesses of the far left, I mentioned offhandedly that Trump's maniacal authoritarianism makes the fact that Democrats can't get their act together so much worse.He reacted, to my surprise, with indignation. Trump wasn't canceling elections, he protested, nor was he calling browns...

      

      
        Photos: Europe Swelters Under a Heat Dome
        Alan Taylor

        Lisi Niesner / ReutersWomen look on as a man stands in a fountain to cool off on a hot summer day, in Berlin, Germany, on July 2, 2025.Petr David Josek / APA polar bear cools down on a pile of ice that was brought to its enclosure on a hot and sunny day at the Prague Zoo, Czech Republic, on July 1, 2025.Michael Probst / APA beverage supplier rests in Frankfurt, Germany, on July 2, 2025.Jean-Christophe Verhaegen / AFP / GettyA pharmacy sign displays a temperature of 45 degrees Celsius (113 degrees...
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Ken Casey: 'I'm Not Going to Shut Up'

A conversation with the Dropkick Murphys front man about punk, politics, and Donald Trump

by Jeffrey Goldberg




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


Ken Casey, the founder and front man of the Celtic punk band Dropkick Murphys, is the physical, attitudinal, and linguistic personification of Boston. Proof of this can be found in the way he pronounces MAGA. To wit: "Magger," as in, "This Magger guy in the audience was waving his fucking Trump hat in people's faces, and I could just tell he wanted to enter into discourse with me." A second proof is that "enter into discourse" is a thing Ben Affleck would say in a movie about South Boston right before punching someone in the face. The third is Casey's articulation of what I took to be a personal code: "I'm not going to shut up, just out of spite."

The aforementioned discourse took place at a show in Florida in March. Video of the incident has moved across the internet, and it has provoked at least some Dropkick Murphy fans--white, male, and not particularly predisposed to the Democratic Party in its current form--to abandon the band. Casey accepts this as the price for preserving his soul. "I think everything we've been doing for the past 30 years was a kind of warm-up for the moment we're in," he told me. The band is most famous for its furious, frenzied anthem "I'm Shipping Up to Boston," but it is also known, among certain high-information voters and union activists, as a last repository of working-class values. As white men have lurched to the right, the band is on a mission to convince them that they're being played by a grifter. "Thirty years ago, the Reagan era, everyone was in lockstep with what we were saying," he said. "Now people say our message is outdated or elite or we're part of some machine."

Casey and I were talking on a sunny day this spring at Fenway Park (inevitably), where he was filming a promotional video for the Red Sox's Dropkick Murphy Bobblehead Night (July 11, in case you were wondering). Casey, who is tattooed up to the neck and carries himself like a bartender, is amused by the idea that anyone would consider him an elitist. He is, after all, a writer of both "Kiss Me, I'm Shitfaced" and "Smash Shit Up."

"They take the fact that we don't support Trump as us being shills for the Democrats," he said. "They love to call us cucks, which I find ironic because there's a good portion of MAGA that would probably step aside and let Donald Trump have their way with their significant other if he asked."

There's also a bit of grace to be found in the culture war, as Casey discovered at the now-famous Florida show.

"These two guys had their MAGA shirts and hats and a cardboard blowup of Trump's head, and they're in the front row, so they're definitely trolling," Casey said. "We've had this before, guys with MAGA hats just shoving it in people's faces."

Casey addressed the audience, first with an accusation: "Where the fuck are all the other punk bands?"

The answer is that the bands are scared, just like so many others. Punk bands are no exception, which is a small irony, given the oppositional iconoclasm of so much of punk, and the movement's anti-authoritarian roots.

It's striking that few singers, bands, and movie stars--so many of them reliably progressive when the stakes are trivial--seem willing to address the country's perilous political moment. (Casey's friend Bruce Springsteen is a noteworthy exception.) Intimidation works, and complicity is the norm, not the exception. "You've got the biggest bands running scared," Casey said.

The latest Dropkick Murphys album, For the People, is compensation for the silence of other quarters. Only a minority of the songs on the album address the political moment directly, but those that do were written in anger. The first single, "Who'll Stand for Us," addresses the betrayal of working Americans: "Through crime and crusade / Our labor, it's been stolen / We've been robbed of our freedom / We've been held down and beholden." Fury runs like a red streak through For the People.

"The reason we speak out is we don't care if we lose fans," Casey said from the stage in Florida. "When history is said and done, we want it known that Dropkick Murphys stood with the people and stood with the workers. And it's all a fucking scam, guys."

He then addressed the Trumpists in the front row. "I want to propose, in the name of decency and fairness--I'd like to propose a friendly wager. Do you support American workers? Of course you do. Do you support American business? Obviously. I don't know if you are aware, because we don't go around bragging about it, but Dropkick Murphys only sells American-made merchandise."

The wager was simple: He'd give the man in the Trump shirt $100 and a Dropkick Murphys T-shirt if his Trump shirt had been made in America. If the fan lost, he'd still get the Dropkick Murphy shirt.

Casey knows a safe bet. The shirt, of course, had been made in Nicaragua. But Casey felt no need to humiliate the Trumpist. "He's a good sport!" Casey told the cheering crowd. "He's taking the shirt off! We're taking crime off the street! God bless your fucking heart!"

After the show, Casey, as is his practice, left the stage through the audience, and talked to the Trump supporters. "There was him and his son, and they were the nicest two guys. It made me think, I have to get past the shirt and the hat, because they were almost doing it for a laugh, like it was their form of silent protest. This guy said, 'I've been coming to see you for 20 years. I consider you family, and I don't let politics come between family.' And I was like, Wow. It was a good lesson. But how many families out there in America have politics come between them, you know?"

Casey says that identity politics--and especially the exploitation of identity politics by Trump-aligned Republicans--alienate from the Democrats the sort of people he grew up with. Recently, the band performed at an anti-Trump protest at Boston's City Hall Plaza. Afterward, Casey told me, "even people I know said, 'Oh, you were at that rally? I always knew you were gay.'"

He continued, "This is why people in labor and the left want us to be involved in some of this protest. MAGA, they use this male-masculinity issue the way they use trans and woke to divide. They're teaching the young males that this is the soft party."

Although Casey personally leans Bernie philosophically, he's realistic about the left and about the Democratic Party's dysfunction. "If I think about all the people I know in my life that have shifted over to Trump voters--AOC ain't bringing them back. I actually like her, but it ain't happening."

Who else does he like? Someone who can speak to people outside the progressive bubble. He likes Kentucky Governor Andy Beshear, a successful Democratic governor of a red state. "I'm not against going full-on progressive," he said, "but if it's not going to be that, you got to find a centrist. It can't be mush. It's got to be someone who can speak the language of that working-class-male group that they seem to have lost. That's why I love the idea of a veteran, whether it's Wes Moore or Ruben Gallego, or even Adam Kinzinger, who's talking about running as a Democrat."

He'd rather not have to think about electoral politics this much, he said at Fenway. But he is still shocked that so many people in his life fell for Trumpism. "My father died when I was young, and I was raised by my grandfather, who was basically like, 'If I ever see you bullying someone, I'll kick the shit out of you. And if I ever see you back down from a bully, I'll kick the shit out of you.'"

"I've just never liked bullies," he continued, "and I don't understand people who do. It's really not that hard. I wish more people would see that it's not hard to stand up."
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The Phoniest Job in Trump World

The self-proclaimed intellectual architects of "America First" are nothing of the sort.

by Yair Rosenberg




To hear Tucker Carlson tell it, an American attack on Iran wasn't just likely to precipitate World War III. It would do something worse: destroy Donald Trump's presidency. "A strike on the Iranian nuclear sites will almost certainly result in thousands of American deaths at bases throughout the Middle East, and cost the United States tens of billions of dollars," the conservative commentator wrote on X on March 17. "Trump ran for president as a peace candidate," Carlson added on June 4. "It's why he won. A war with Iran would amount to a profound betrayal of his supporters. It would end his presidency."

"We can't do this again, we'll tear the country apart," declared Steve Bannon, Trump's former chief strategist and 2016-campaign CEO, when asked on June 18 about potential war with Iran. "Worth noting how rare this crossover actually is," observed Curt Mills, the anti-war executive director of The American Conservative, after Carlson joined Bannon's podcast to oppose American intervention, dubbing the pair the "two largest intellectual architects of the Trump years other than the president." The implication: Trump was risking his base if he didn't stay out of the Israel-Iran conflict. "I'm very concerned based on every[thing] I've seen in the grassroots the last few months that this will cause a massive schism in MAGA," wrote Charlie Kirk, the head of the conservative youth organization Turning Point USA. "This is a White House that is responding in real time to its coalition," which is "revolting to show it's disgusted with the potential of war with Iran," Mills told ABC News on June 21. That night, Trump bombed Iran.

The U.S. strike may or may not have obliterated the country's nuclear facilities, but it has certainly obliterated the notion that any of the self-proclaimed MAGA intellectuals, such as Carlson and Bannon, speak for the Trump movement. Far from shattering the president's coalition, Trump's strike on Iran brought it together, despite the loud protestations of some of its supposed elites. "This is Donald Trump's Republican Party," CNN's chief data analyst, Harry Enten, said three days after the attack on Iran, referring to polls showing that 76 percent of GOP voters approved of Trump's action, compared with just 18 percent who didn't. "Republicans are with Donald Trump on this, Tucker Carlson be darned. The bottom line is he does not speak for the majority of the Republican base."

Robert Kagan: American democracy might not survive war with Iran

The conservative pollster Patrick Ruffini, whose 2023 book, Party of the People, predicted the shape of Trump's victorious 2024 coalition, offered a similar conclusion. "Polling has been consistent that Republicans remain more committed to a posture of military strength--and MAGA Republicans more so, not less so, than other Republicans," he told The Dispatch. Indeed, surveys before and after the attack found that self-described "MAGA Republicans" were more likely than other Republicans to back the president on Iran. In other words, Trump's decision to strike the country's nuclear sites didn't just expose the Iranian regime's empty threats of massive retaliation. It also exposed prominent commentators who have postured as tribunes of Trumpism to be pretenders to power, purporting to speak for a movement that has little interest in their ideas.

Watching the president dispense with his critics, the conservative influencer John Ekdahl quipped, "Props to President Trump for being able to manage a two front war against Iran and Tucker Carlson." But neither of these was ever much of a contest. Few jobs in Trump world are more farcical than the position of "architect" of "America First": There are no MAGA intellectuals, just Trump and opportunistic ideologues attempting to hitch their pet projects to his brand. The self-styled thought leaders of the Trump movement are merely political entrepreneurs trying to appropriate the president for their own purposes and to recast his chaotic and idiosyncratic decisions as reflections of their personal worldview.

"Considering that I'm the one that developed 'America First,' and considering that the term wasn't used until I came along, I think I'm the one that decides" what it means, Trump told my colleague Michael Scherer a week before the bombs dropped. The president was wrong about being the first to claim the mantle of "America First," but right about everything else. "Trumpism" is not "anti-war" or "pro-worker," "neoconservative" or "neo-isolationist," or any other ideologically coherent category; it is whatever Trump says it is.

This has always been the case, notwithstanding the pretenses of Trump's alleged intellectual allies. Back in 2017, Trump took office for the first time and brought along Bannon, who set up shop in the West Wing with a whiteboard full of goals for the new administration. Less than seven months later, however, Bannon was cast out of the White House. Not long after, Trump began publicly deriding him as "Sloppy Steve."

Carlson has followed the same trajectory. The conservative podcast host spoke before Trump on the final night of the 2024 Republican National Convention and was seen as one of the big winners when the president returned to power. But again, Trump quickly tired of his ally's antics. "I don't know what Tucker Carlson is saying," the president said in response to the commentator's criticism of his Iran policy. "Let him go get a television network and say it so people actually listen," he added--a reference to Carlson being fired from Fox News. Trump then mocked his longtime associate as "kooky Tucker Carlson" on Truth Social, and later claimed that Carlson called to apologize, something the latter has not denied, because whether it happened or not, he knows exactly where he stands.

The simple truth is this: There is Bannonism and Tuckerism, and perhaps, in a quiet corner of the Naval Observatory that has been repeatedly swept for bugs to ensure that the boss isn't listening, J. D. Vance-ism. But there is no Trumpism without Trump. People in the president's orbit are not his confidants--they are his chumps, to be used or discarded when doing so suits the principal's purposes.

Carlson seemingly knows this--and resents it. "We are very, very close to being able to ignore Trump most nights," he texted his producer after the president lost reelection in 2020. "I truly can't wait." After the January 6 riot, Carlson texted: "He's a demonic force, a destroyer. But he's not going to destroy us. I've been thinking about this every day for four years." Off the record, people like Carlson not only know that they do not represent Trump, but hold him in contempt. Why, then, do so many still take them seriously as reflections of the president's perspective and coalition? And why does the myth of the Trump whisperer persist despite its manifest failure to explain events?

For enterprising conservatives, the utility is clear. Trump may not subscribe to any of their ideas, but he can be prodded to act on them, and in any case, he is 79 years old and serving his second term. Once he departs the scene, his base will be up for grabs among those who have managed to position themselves as its champions.

For some anti-Trump liberals, people like Bannon, Carlson, and Vance provide a perverse sort of reassurance. Trump's opponents may find the ideologies of these men to be odious, but at least they suggest a method to the president's madness. The presence of even a rough philosophical framework provides the false hope that what Trump will do next will be predictable and follow from first principles, rather than from haphazard impulse. Better, some may feel, to live in the realm of an evil but explicable king than in that of a demented one.

Read: The MAGA coalition has turned on itself

Finally, Bannon and later Carlson may have played into the media's desire for an intellectual from their own class who could domesticate and interpret Trumpism in conventional terms. Rather than a boorish outsider winning the presidency on his own scattershot instincts, one could suppose there was a Svengali behind the scenes who had masterminded the whole affair. This belief imposed order on what appeared to be chaos, imputed logic to what otherwise looked like a personality cult, and thus rescued the prognosticating profession from a situation where its skills might no longer be of use.

The only problem with this arrangement was that the pro-Trump intellectuals and influencers were making it all up. They were the political equivalent of the Wizard of Oz, shadows behind a curtain trying to fool people into thinking that they spoke for the president and his movement. But like Oz's projection, they were nothing more than an intimidating illusion. All it took to make them disappear was for Trump to turn on the lights.
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The Surefire Way to Elicit Squeals of Delight From a Grown Man

Set off fireworks.

by Tyler Austin Harper




My father dislikes firework shows, for all the reasons that a man who passed his youth squeezing a trigger in the name of God and country dislikes firework shows. He loves fireworks, however, if he's the one lighting them, a psychological loophole that he and I have availed ourselves of at a number of East Coast tourist-trap locales over the years. Our most recent adventure was an excursion to South Carolina when I was in my 20s: We loaded up a rented golf cart with an immoderate amount of fireworks and a moderate amount of Miller Lite and set off for the beach to enjoy both. The golf cart was road-legal, but whether the fireworks were beach-legal was a question I didn't think to ask. I was living in New York City at the time, besotted with its buzzy restaurants and rooftop bars, and that trip, with its unpretentious excitement, is when I started to appreciate my dad's quiet enthusiasm for simple fun. It was also when I began to suspect that I might one day run out of zeal for New York's inexhaustible supply of novel experiences.

That was about a decade ago, when I was unencumbered and not especially concerned with following local fireworks ordinances. Now, however, I am a father and a husband, have decamped to Maine, and am an ostensibly respectable member of the nation's citizenry. So when I set out this week with the goal of re-creating the fireworks-on-the-beach experience I'd had with my father, I wanted to do it by the book.

I thought this would be straightforward. Fireworks, like sports gambling, weed, and other common vices, have been on a slow march toward legalization in recent decades. (Perhaps unsurprisingly, fireworks injuries in America have risen as legalization has spread. A report released in June estimated that the number of fireworks-related ER visits in 2024 was 40 percent higher than in 2014.) The only state that still bans all consumer fireworks outright is Massachusetts, which means that the one place where you can't celebrate American freedom with a bang is where the fight for American freedom began with a bang. Maine, by contrast, has some of the most permissive fireworks laws in the country. I assumed that all I would need to do was drive to the gas station for beer, the fireworks store for supplies, and a local beach for kaboom. I had no idea I'd end up on a days-long odyssey with the un-Homeric goal of finding a stretch of oceanfront on which to legally deploy several hundred dollars' worth of consumer-grade pyrotechnics.

Read: Fireworks: A poem

I was right about one thing: Procuring fireworks legally was easy. (Though it was not cheap--prices this year are considerably higher than I remember, the result of inflation and tariffs.) I walked into my local Phantom Fireworks store on Monday, showed my ID to an employee--who apparently forgot to give me the safety spiel that I later heard him rattle off for other customers--and walked up and down the aisles, surveying the merchandise. I was at once overwhelmed by the panorama of distinctly American excess and moved by the great variety of American life to which it attested.

I discovered recreational explosives for every sort of person residing within this country's borders, befitting every kind of enthusiasm and ideological commitment: castle-doctrine "STAND YOUR GROUND" fireworks for the Second Amendment fanatic ($349.99), Rosie the Riveter fireworks for the feminist ($120.00), Illuminati-triangle fireworks for the conspiracist ($49.99), "SINGULARITY" fireworks for the AI enthusiast ($135.00), lobster-festooned "Wicked Pissah" fireworks for the New Englander ($49.99), Battle of Yorktown fireworks for history buffs ($179.99), "Shagadellic Mojo" fireworks for the horny customer ($44.99), suggestively silhouetted "Mega Mojo!" fireworks for the very horny customer ($149.99), and, my personal favorite, Boyz II Men fireworks for those who love soulful harmonies ($199.99). Of the available ways that an adult can spend hundreds of dollars on 20-odd seconds of pleasure, the Boyz II Men "End of the Road"-themed Phantom Fireworks special is certainly among the more virtuous.

The store also offered an abundance of firework types: bombettes, mortars, ground-bound fountains that emit a volcanic torrent of sparks. I was nearly seduced by a Komodo-dragon-themed fountain, but I believe that a true firework should go up and go boom, and a man must stand on principle. After half a dozen laps through the aisles, I marched up to the cash register with five offerings, all in the aerial "cake" style that fires flaming balls from a series of concealed mortar tubes: one that seemed inspired by Jaws and one by Jurassic Park (my favorite Spielberg movies); one "Wicked Pissah" (which seemed obligatory); one "Bait a Hook" box, catering to fishermen (in keeping with my angling obsession); and a generic rah-rah-patriotism package with the overwrought name "'Neath the Red, White and Blue."

Later, seized with irrational panic that I lacked a real showstopper, I returned to the store and asked the first purple-shirted Phantom employee I saw for something under $200 that would make a real impression. He wordlessly shuffled to the farthest wall, pulled a package labeled "Geomagnetic Storm" ($129.99) from a high display, and gave the box a hearty slap on its side, as you might burp a baby. "They like this one," he reported. I do not know who "they" are, but I trusted their taste implicitly. I left the store considerably poorer and with the unshakable conviction that although the American project may not yet endure, no one can say we don't have fun.

Read: The Fourth of July has always been political

Where to have that fun was another matter. The ease with which I legally purchased the fireworks lulled me into overoptimism about the ease with which I could legally deploy them. As I soon found out, although Maine takes a rather laissez-faire approach to fireworks at the state level, many of the state's local municipalities enforce their own restrictions. Some areas designate specific dates and times when fireworks can be set off (most commonly, July Fourth and New Year's Eve); others ban them year-round. On top of this, my desire to launch fireworks from a beach was a problem: Maine allows consumer fireworks to be used only on private property, and I do not, alas, have a house with its own beach.

I was curious if I might be able to finagle a maritime workaround. I contacted some local fire departments to ask about the permissibility, and wisdom, of deploying small fireworks from a boat. (I do not have a boat, but I do have a friend with a boat and poor judgment.) At first, no one I spoke with was able to definitively say whether this option was safe or legal, but one recommended that I call a Coast Guard information line. My Coast Guard query yielded no answers, but it did lead to the suggestion that I contact Maine's fire-marshal office, where at last a diligent and helpful public servant told me that launching fireworks from a personal watercraft is absolutely illegal. But they also added--perhaps wink-winkingly, definitely humorously--that the fire marshal "issued zero citations for this in 2024."

My many phone calls, one in-person visit to the fire department, and hours of scrutinizing local fireworks laws led me to realize that my modest goal of legally setting off fireworks on a beach in observation of this country's birthday was far too ambitious. I was forced to not let the perfect be the enemy of the good, and to compromise. The specifics of that compromise I leave up to the reader's imagination, but the upshot is that $300.60 of civilian-market explosives eventually met their logical end in an extravagant and all-too-brief flurry of detonations. To my slight disappointment, the fireworks I had bought, including the fabled Geomagnetic Storm, were largely indistinguishable from one another. Regardless of price or theme, they did about the same thing after I lit them: shot up into the sky with a hiss, exploded in a cacophony, and issued a last burst of light and color. But they still had their evergreen capacity to elicit an involuntary squeal of delight from a grown man. In the end, fun was had, 10 fingers were retained, the holiday was celebrated, and the resulting video was texted to my father, who immediately asked the only question that matters: "What else do you have? Any mortars?" God bless America.
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The Ciceronian Secret to Happiness

To feel good, do good.

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.

I do a lot of public speaking for business leaders about how using the science of happiness can improve their organization and make life easier for everyone. But there's one question I get very frequently: "What about when I have to do hard things that make people unhappy?" For example: having to fire someone, or asking people to make sacrifices. How do I think about this common scenario?

This quandary is as old as time, and no one addressed it better than Marcus Tullius Cicero, the Roman philosopher and statesman who lived more than two millennia ago. For much of his career, Cicero lived a comfortable, uncontentious life of the mind, respected by all. But after Julius Caesar was assassinated in 44 B.C.E., he felt a civic duty to speak out about a threat to the republic in the person of Mark Antony, who was vying for power. Cicero denounced Antony as a tyrant in a series of speeches called the Philippics. It was a risky move, one that made a powerful enemy, but Cicero honestly believed that by doing the right thing as he understood it, he was making no sacrifice at all.

In a book written around the same time as the Philippics, titled De Officiis ("On Duties"), Cicero explained exactly why he believed that doing what is difficult but morally correct is also what most reliably and enduringly brings the rewards we seek in life. Despite our flawed instinct to take the path of least resistance, he reasoned, we will always be better served by choosing to do the right thing. In this masterwork, Cicero created a guide for how to have a successful life through honorable behavior. Take that to heart, and you have a guide for living a happier life as well.

From the September 1865 issue: Life and times of Marcus Tullius Cicero

De Officiis was written in the form of a very long public letter to Cicero's son, Cicero Minor, who was a philosophy student in Athens at the time. College life then being not so different from what it is today, he appears to have sorely needed advice on his duties. According to what the philosopher Seneca wrote some years later, the young man "was not gifted with a good memory, and drunkenness was gradually destroying any that he had."

Cicero's book is in three parts, beginning with a study of what is honorable in life. He asserts that "all that is morally right rises from some one of four sources," which he lists as truth, justice, nobility, and moderation. These are, essentially, a variation of Plato's four cardinal virtues of wisdom, justice, courage, and temperance, and Cicero argues that these traits are the foundation for a life of integrity and rectitude.

His letter offers limited encouragement to people who write advice columns. Modern research demonstrates that virtues are indeed most effectively transmitted by parents and peers, whereas outside interventions to teach virtue show only modest effectiveness. But as far as paternal influence goes, the book perhaps had some effect: Though Cicero Minor did not enjoy the illustrious career that his father did, he went on to hold a series of official positions in the Roman Republic.

The second part of De Officiis discusses the worldly rewards people naturally want. Cicero focuses on honor, wealth, and power--prizes bound up with a desire for status that is encoded in our genes. As evolutionary biologists have long argued, these rewards correlate with both reproductive success and resource acquisition. Our ancestors' drive to succeed has surely passed on to us a craving to be superior to others in money, power, and prestige. Cicero acknowledges this reality, but notes that there are morally better and worse ways to acquire these rewards. Less honorable ways include disloyalty toward others and dishonesty in our dealings. The morally superior means for doing so include generosity, courtesy, and excellence--the virtues from part one, above.

Part three of De Officiis is the most important because he argues that the honorable route to worldly rewards is also the most expedient and effective way to get them and keep them. In other words, there is no conflict between doing well and doing good. Back in part two, he realizes that people tend not to believe this, because they operate on the zero-sum assumption that someone must "take something from his neighbour" and so "profit by his neighbour's loss." But in part three, Cicero rejects this completely. "For a man to take something from his neighbour and to profit by his neighbour's loss is more contrary to Nature than is death or poverty or pain or anything else that can affect either our person or our property."

Cicero makes three arguments to bolster his claim that virtue is more profitable than vice. First, using Stoic reasoning, to behave unethically degrades your character, making any success that you realize not worth having. Second, any short-term gain by taking advantage of others will harm your reputation and therefore your long-term worldly success. Third, to use a not very Roman word, karma. Bad behavior, Cicero believed, disrupts the universe's natural harmony, with negative consequences for the perpetrator.

Arthur C. Brooks: How my struggle with Wittgenstein can make you happier

Cicero's argument--that lasting worldly success is not possible without virtue--can apply to happiness as well. In an effort to raise their well-being, at least temporarily, people constantly engage in behaviors they may not be proud of. People may cheat on their spouse for a thrill or to feel romantic love again. They may steal for an easy gain or lie for personal advantage. They may act selfishly by looking after their own interests and ignoring other people's.

Few of us would brag about being disloyal, dishonest, or selfish. As Cicero notes, people act in these ways because they evidently believe that happiness in life "will assuredly clash with moral rectitude." People think that you can't always feel good by being good, so you may have to sacrifice the former for the latter. Predictably, Cicero says this is bunk--a "sorry state of servitude" and mere "pandering to sensual pleasure."

By the same logic that the exercise of virtue ultimately delivers worldly success, Cicero believed it also brings true happiness. Modern social science shows that he was spot-on. For example, a happy marriage is not simply linked to conjugal fidelity; that loyalty is itself a central ingredient in marital contentment. Similarly, honesty in one's personal dealings reliably raises life satisfaction. And generous behavior has been found again and again to increase happiness. In the long run, then, the best way to feel good is to do good, despite any temptation to cut corners.

This dictum offers a reassuringly simple formula for a happier life. That doesn't mean it will always be easy to follow, but instead of asking, "What will make me happy right now?," consider how to answer the question, "What is the virtuous path in this situation?" That correct path may involve tough decisions, but it will ultimately lead you to the greatest happiness in life.

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

To return to the leader's quandary I began with: How should we think about a situation when, in acting properly, we inflict unhappiness? Cicero's answer was unambiguous: Do your duty--even when doing so may harm your own and others' short-term happiness.

In Cicero's case, this was not hypothetical. Mark Antony came to power in a three-man dictatorship and sought to eliminate all of the dictators' opponents, starting with Cicero. With a warrant out for his execution, Cicero attempted to flee his villa for Macedonia, but was captured by Roman soldiers. As legend has it, seeing that the arrestee was the famous, noble Cicero, a tribune named Popillius hesitated in carrying out the execution. Cicero, the man of honor, did not plead for his life, but rather schooled the centurion on his duty: "Approach, veteran soldier," he said, "and, if you can at least do so much properly, sever this neck."
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The Worst Kind of Writing About Young Adulthood

On finding the line between ogling and empathizing

by Faith Hill




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


The writers of The Atlantic have a long history of fretting about the youths.

Take one 1925 article, which began with a call for reason: a promise to judge fairly whether modern young adults were truly as delinquent as everyone seemed to be saying. "They are under suspicion on the counts of, briefly, dancing, drinking, kissing, motoring alone and often at night ('alone' means two together)," the author, identified only as "A Professor," declared. "In the case of girls, dress is included, or rather, going about with legs and arms bared."

Of the drinking charge, young people seemed to be absolved. Certainly they were imbibing, but less than their elders--and they'd developed new etiquette to keep things under control. ("A really nice girl may drink cocktails in public," the writer explained, "but not whiskey and soda.") On the other counts, unfortunately, the Professor didn't let them off so easily: "Legs are no more interesting than noses" when young ladies wear skirts this short. "The sad truth is that the human frame has ceased to be romantic." Oh, and this new generation, in addition to diluting sex appeal, reportedly lacked intellectual curiosity. Also emotion: "There seems no doubt that these young things feel less, on the whole, and do more, than once did we."

That was just one story in a whole canon of writing, published here and elsewhere, that has professed concern for young people--but with an undercurrent of condescension, even disdain. In a 1975 classic of the genre, the conservative journalist Midge Decter described the young hippies around her as coddled to the point of incompetence, having used the idea of a countercultural movement to get away with doing nothing much at all. "Heaped with largesse both of the pocketbook and of the spirit," she wrote, "the children yet cannot find themselves."

All those writers who peer at the youths, squinting through their binoculars and scribbling in their notepads, make up an embarrassing lineage. Recently, I've been wondering if I'm part of it. I write fairly often about Gen Z, sometimes worriedly--but I'm a Millennial. I didn't have iPads around when I was a child; I wasn't scrolling on Instagram in middle school. I'd already graduated college and made new friends in a new city when the pandemic hit. I'm still examining contemporary young adulthood from the inside, I've told myself. But a few days ago, I turned 30. Technically, I'm in a new life phase now: "established adulthood."

Where's the line between ogling and empathizing? And how do you describe trends--which are broad by definition--without using too broad a brush? The young people of the 1970s arguably were, on the whole, more interested in challenging norms than their parent's generation had been; that seems worth documenting. Any dysfunction that came along with that may have been worth noting too. (Joan Didion clearly thought so.) Likewise, the Professor wasn't wrong that social mores were transforming with each successive generation. Legs were becoming more like noses, and that's the honest truth.

The task, I think, is to write with humility and nuance--to cast young adults not as hopelessly lost or uniquely brilliant and heroic, but just as people, dealing with the particular challenges and opportunities of their day. In 1972, The Atlantic published a letter from a father who jokingly wondered how the youths described in the papers could possibly be the same species as his children. "Not long ago the president of Yale University said in the press that when the young are silent it means they are feeling 'a monumental scorn' for political hypocrisy," he wrote. "When my son, Willard, Jr., is silent, I am never sure what it means, but I believe that he has his mind considerably on sexual matters and on methods of developing the flexor muscles of his upper arms." Readers have always been able to tell the difference between real curiosity and zoological scrutinizing. They know when a stereotype rings hollow.

Just rifle through the five pages of responses to Decter's story, which The Atlantic published with headlines such as "Sentimental Kitsch," "Hideous Cliches," and--my personal favorite--"Boring and Irrelevant." One reader told Decter, with bite, not to worry so much about those wild children who weren't settling down in their jobs and houses like good boys and girls. "Rest assured," he wrote, "my generation will be like hers--led by the silent, nervous superachievers, intent on their material goal, lacking the time to question the madness of their method."

The characterization is cutting. But that letter also raises another good point: Young people are not immune to oversimplifying, either. They'll eventually get old enough to write about their elders, and to include their own sweeping generalizations and nuggets of truth. "I wonder what will be written in 1995 about our children. I get the feeling we will make the same mistakes," another reader wrote to Decter. "For isn't that the American way?"
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The Most Perverse Part of the 'Big, Beautiful Bill'

<span>The Republican megabill could be setting America up for the worst energy-affordability crisis since the 1970s.</span>

by Roge Karma




Of all the elements of the One Big Beautiful Bill Act, perhaps none is as obviously self-defeating as getting rid of tax credits for clean energy. That decision will not simply set back the fight against climate change. Congressional Republicans could also be setting America up for the worst energy-affordability crisis since the 1970s. Unlike then, this time we'll have imposed it on ourselves.

Electricity demand in the United States is rising faster than it has in at least two decades. AI data centers are using huge amounts of power to train new models. More Americans are plugging their electric cars and hybrids into the grid. Rising temperatures mean more air-conditioning use. Failure to meet this rising demand with adequate supply results in higher prices. From 2000 to 2022, U.S. electricity prices rose by an average of about 2.8 percent a year; since 2022, they have risen by 13 percent annually.

Fortunately, the timing of this demand spike coincided with a boom in renewable energy. According to the federal Energy Information Administration, 93 percent of the electricity capacity added to the grid this year will come from a combination of wind, solar, and battery storage. That trend was set to accelerate dramatically in the coming years thanks to the Inflation Reduction Act, which provided tax credits that made building clean power sources cheaper. Investment in those sources has accordingly spiked, and hundreds of new projects could begin generating power over the next decade. The IRA is generally seen as a climate bill, but it was also an energy bill. It provided a jolt to the American power sector at a moment when the sector desperately needed new supply.

Or so it seemed. The Senate version of Donald Trump's One Big Beautiful Bill repeals the clean-energy tax credits in the IRA for all wind and solar projects that don't begin construction within a year of the bill's passage or become fully operational by 2028. (And even if a project begins construction in the first half of 2026, it will need to meet extremely onerous domestic-sourcing requirements that many experts believe will be nearly impossible to satisfy.) As a result, future clean-energy projects, including many that have been announced but not yet built, will cost about 50 percent more than those that received the credits, according to an analysis by Jesse Jenkins, who leads the Princeton ZERO Lab. The inevitable result is that far fewer will come into existence. "It's hard to think of a bigger self-own," Jenkins told me. "We're effectively raising taxes on the country's main sources of new power at a time when electricity prices are already rising."

Jonathan Chait: They didn't have to do this

The purported justification for these cuts is that renewables are unreliable energy sources pushed by woke environmentalists, and the country would be better served by doubling down on coal and natural gas. "More wind and solar brings us the worst of two worlds: less reliable energy delivery and higher electric bills," wrote Energy Secretary Chris Wright in an op-ed last week. In fact, renewable energy is cheap and getting cheaper. Even without the tax credits, the price of onshore wind has fallen by 70 percent, solar energy by 90 percent, and batteries by more than 90 percent over the past decade. The IRA, by making these sources even more affordable, was projected to save American consumers an average of $220 a year in the decade after its passage.

The cost savings from renewables are so great that in Texas--Texas, mind you--all of the electricity growth over the past decade has come from wind and solar alone. This has made energy grids more reliable, not less. During the summer of 2023, the state faced several near failures of its electricity grid; officials had to call on residents to conserve energy. The state responded by building out new renewable energy sources to stabilize the grid. It worked. "The electrical grid in Texas has breezed through a summer in which, despite milder temperatures, the state again reached record levels of energy demand," The New York Times reported last September. "It did so largely thanks to the substantial expansion of new solar farms."

In fact, the energy secretary's description of wind and solar--as unreliable and expensive--is more aptly applied to fossil fuels. Coal is so costly relative to other energy sources that investment in building new plants has dried up. The natural-gas industry is facing such a crippling supply-chain crisis that the wait time for a new gas turbine--the combustion engine that converts natural gas into usable energy--can be as long as seven years. "What we've consistently heard from the industry is that, right now, there is just no way to get a new natural-gas plant running before 2030, and quite possibly even later," Robbie Orvis, the senior director for modeling and analysis at the think tank Energy Innovation, told me. The cost of actually building one of those plants, meanwhile, has more than doubled in the past few years, pushing utilities to invest heavily in renewable sources, which can be built much faster and often at a lower cost.

Now Congress has decided to kneecap the energy sources that could meet rising demand. Orvis predicts that this could result in one of the fastest, sharpest rises in energy prices since the Arab oil embargo of the 1970s, which featured record-high oil prices, long lines and rationing at gas stations, and a nationwide inflation spike. An Energy Innovation analysis of an earlier, similar version of the bill found that, by 2035, the average yearly energy bill will be $473 higher in Michigan, $590 higher in Maryland, $668 higher in California, and $777 higher in Texas than it would have been if the IRA credits had remained in place. (Several other sources have produced similar results, including analyses of the final Senate bill.)

Blackouts and grid outages will become more frequent. Power-intensive industries such as AI and manufacturing will struggle under the weight of higher energy costs. China will solidify its dominance over clean-energy supply chains. "Just think of Trump's own priorities: lower energy prices, becoming an AI superpower, reindustrializing America, outcompeting China," Princeton's Jenkins said. "Getting rid of these credits hurts all of those goals."

But there is one priority missing from that list: owning the libs. Partisan polarization around clean energy has grown so extreme since the passage of the IRA that Trump and many other Republicans apparently see destroying it as an end in itself. An earlier version of the Senate bill went further than repealing subsidies. It included an excise tax on solar and wind energy--the Republican Party, taxing energy--that would have added an additional 10-20 percent cost onto most projects. That provision was scrapped after a handful of moderate senators objected, but the fact that it ever existed is stunning enough. As the bill headed to the House of Representatives for final consideration, some members claimed that they wouldn't support it without even harsher restrictions on clean energy. Representative Chip Roy of Texas attacked the Senate bill for not targeting clean-energy tax credits more aggressively, calling it "a deal-killer of an already bad deal" and setting up the absurd possibility that the IRA would be saved only by Republicans' inability to agree on how badly to eviscerate it.

Jessica Riedl: Congressional Republicans might set off the debt bomb

The desire to stick it to liberals is so intense that Republicans are evidently willing to inflict disproportionate economic pain on their own voters. The Energy Innovation analysis found that the states that will experience the sharpest increase in electricity costs as a result of the bill are Kansas, Texas, Oklahoma, South Carolina, Missouri, and Kentucky. A separate analysis found that of the 10 states that will lose the most total renewable energy capacity as a result of the repeal, nine voted for Trump last year.

Congressional Republicans might be betting that the consequences of their legislation will take long enough to materialize that they won't be blamed. Thanks to the numerous clean-energy projects in the pipeline today, the sharpest energy-price increases won't come into effect until after 2030. By that time, a Democratic president could very well be in office, stuck with the higher energy costs sown by their predecessor, reaping the political whirlwind.
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The Feminine Pursuit of Swoleness

Casey Johnston's new book, <em>A Physical Education</em>, considers how weight lifting can help you unlearn diet culture.

by Julie Beck




You see it everywhere: A narrative of progress in two snapshots--before and after--that leaves the viewer to imagine what came in between. On the left, a body whose inhabitant is unhappy with it in some way. On the right, the same body but different, and--you're meant to understand--better.

On diet culture's greatest-hits album, the "before and after" is the lead single, an earworm that's hard to get out of your mind. Even when it's not being used explicitly to sell something (a meal regimen, a workout program), this diptych carries a promise that through the application of effort, you too can chisel yourself into a (supposedly) more appealing shape, which usually, but not always, means a smaller one.

Casey Johnston's new book, A Physical Education, tells a before-and-after story, too--one not of shrinkage but of growth, physical and otherwise. Johnston traces her journey from a life of joyless distance running, which she saw as "taking out bigger and bigger cardio loans to buy myself more calories," to the revelation of weight lifting. Her book incorporates memoir, science writing, and cultural critique, offering a technical breakdown of the effects of Johnston's time in the gym, as well as condemnations of diet culture's scams and hucksters. The book is not a how-to, but more of a why-to: Strength training, in Johnston's telling, reframes both body and mind. Before lifting, "I knew all the contours of treating myself like a deceitful degenerate, against whom I must maintain constant vigilance," she writes. After lifting, "all of the parts of myself that had been fighting each other" had become "united in the holy cause of getting strong as hell."

Johnston has been evangelizing and explaining weight lifting online for years, first with her "Ask a Swole Woman" online column and then with her independent newsletter, She's a Beast, along with a beginner's lifting-training guide, Liftoff: Couch to Barbell. Like any hobby, weight lifting generates plenty of online material, but much of it is aimed at an audience that already knows its way around a squat rack. Johnston stands out for her attunement to the needs and anxieties of true beginners--particularly those who are women, for whom pumping iron often requires a certain amount of unlearning.

Even after the rise of body positivity, women are still frequently confronted with unsolicited promotion for crash diets, told that "nothing tastes as good as skinny feels," and sold what Johnston calls "busywork bullshit" exercises--"Target love handles with these 10 moves"; "20 minutes to tone your arms"; etc.--designed to spot-treat so-called problem areas. Social media has supercharged the delivery of these messages; though there are plenty of supportive communities online, for every body-positive influencer, there seems to be another pushing food restriction and punishing workouts. The TikTok trend of "girl dinner" suggests that eating nothing but a plate of cheese cubes and almonds is an adorably feminine quirk rather than a repackaged eating disorder.

Read: The body-positivity movement is over

Johnston writes that since the age of 12, she'd been worrying about her weight, having internalized the message that "either I was small enough (and always getting smaller), or I was a disappointment."

This is the message that fueled my workouts for the longest time, too--that the point of exercise was weight loss or, at the very least, staving off weight gain. Working out was a chore or--even worse--torturous penance for failing to become the impossible ever-shrinking woman. It wasn't supposed to feel good; it definitely wasn't fun. After berating myself to go to the gym in the first place, I would pedal away on the elliptical for 30 to 40 minutes until I tasted blood in the back of my throat (seems fine and normal), and then perform a grab bag of whatever calisthenics might plausibly target my core, hating every second of it. None of this changed the fact that I would get winded walking up a flight of stairs, or nearly buckle under the weight of my carry-on while hoisting it into an airplane's overhead bin.

Eventually, seeking a less resentful relationship with exercise and my body, I dove into martial arts for several years, then decided to give weight lifting a try. Johnston's writing was a guide for me; I loosely followed her Liftoff program when I was getting started, and have been a regular reader of her newsletter. It turned out that picking up something heavy for a few sets of five reps, sitting down half the workout, and then going home and eating a big sloppy burger did far more to make me feel comfortable in my body than gasping my way through endless burpees and rewarding myself with a salad ever did.

Johnston's assertion that lifting "completely changed how I think and feel about the world and myself and everything" sounds like another of the fitness industry's wild overpromises. But I know what she means. I, too, have found that lifting can transform the way you relate to your body.

First and foremost, Johnston explains, it inverts what women are still too-often told about the goal of exercise. It builds up instead of whittling away; it favors function over aesthetics. Weight lifting makes you better at more than just lifting weights. Johnston writes about struggling with a 40-pound bag of cat litter before she began lifting; now she simply picks it up and carries it into her apartment. As I added weight to the barbell, I felt my muscles stabilize; the neck and back pain from my butt-sitting job faded; I stopped needing help with my overstuffed suitcases; and I even started walking differently--no longer flinging my skeleton around, but smoothly engaging actual muscles. When I do cardio, running is easier too.

Read: The protein madness is just getting started

Here's another thing: You gotta eat. It won't work if you don't. When Johnston crunched the numbers on how many calories her body would need to build muscle, she discovered that the 1,200-calorie diet she'd been living on for years was not going to cut it. For the lifting to do anything, she'd need to eat more. Like, a lot more. Protein, especially.

Going from a mindset of restriction to making sure that she was eating enough shifted how Johnston felt in her body. She had more energy; she was no longer constantly cold. She felt like "a big, beautiful horse." As for me, before lifting, I had never so viscerally felt the obvious truth that food is fuel, that what and how much I eat shapes what my body can do and how it feels.

Yet even these discoveries cannot always overcome the influence of diet culture. When Johnston starts to allow herself more calories, at first she fears "the worst fate that could befall a woman who bravely ate more: gaining three, or even five, pounds." The most heartbreaking scene in the book illustrates how difficult it can be to put your weapons down after a lifetime of treating your body like the enemy. Johnston tries to spread the good word of weight lifting to her mother, whom she describes as a perpetual dieter and a practiced commentator on any fluctuations in Johnston's weight. It doesn't go well. After they take a frustrating trip to the gym together, Johnston asks, "What is it you're so afraid of?" Her mom replies that she doesn't want to become "one of those fat old women" whom "no one likes."

"I can think of lots of fat old women that many people love," Johnston tries.

"But they wouldn't love me."

That's the well I think so many of us are still trying to climb out of: the belief that a woman's worth always lies in her desirability, that desirability takes only one shape, and that if she doesn't live up to the impossible standard, she should at least be working apologetically toward correcting that.

Even if you think you've made it out, the foot soldiers of diet culture are always looking to pull you back in. I've followed some lifting-related accounts on Instagram; the algorithm seems to have interpreted that as free rein to bombard me with reels of "weight-loss journeys," "bodyweight exercises for hot girlies," and the like. Every other celebrity seems to be on Ozempic now, and apparently, "thin is in" again. I admit I spiraled a little when I went up a size in all my clothes, even though I'd gotten bigger on purpose.

Rebecca Johns: A diet writer's regrets

Lifting culture, too, has its trapdoors back into disordered thinking. As Lauren Michele Jackson points out in her review of A Physical Education for The New Yorker, the idea that focusing on strength frees you from being preoccupied with looks is naive. Weight lifting can come with its own set of metrics and obsessions: Eating enough protein and hitting your macros can replace calorie restriction; instead of fixating on thinness, perhaps now you want a juicy ass or rippling biceps. The practice can be fraught in a different way for men, who are told that maximal swoleness is their optimal form. The same activity can be a key or a cage, depending on your point of view.

But weight lifting has stuck, for me and I think for Johnston, because it can also change the way one thinks about achievement. It serves as a pretty good metaphor for a balanced approach to striving that eschews both the Lean In-girlboss hustle and its "I don't dream of labor" anti-ambition backlash. Not running until your tank is empty and then running some more, but rather fueling yourself enough to push just a bit further than you have before. Letting the gains accumulate slowly, a little more weight at a time. And most important, learning that rest is part of the rhythm of progress. You punctuate your workouts with full days off. You do your reps, and then you just sit there for a couple of minutes. You work, and then you recover.

While I'm resting, I often eat sour candies out of a fanny pack. I saw some powerlifters on Instagram eating candy before tackling a big lift--the idea being that the quick-metabolizing sugary carbs give you a little boost of energy. I don't care if this is scientifically sound. (I'm serious, don't email me.) I'm more excited to work out when I know that it's also my candy time. The gym has morphed from a torture chamber to a place of challenge, effort, rest, and pleasure, all of which, it turns out, can coexist.

And failure is part of the mix, too. As Johnston writes, "Building strength is about pressing steadily upward on one's current limits"; if you're doing it right, your attempts will sometimes exceed your ability. That's how you know you're challenging yourself enough.

Sometimes failure involves gassing out on an attempt to squat heavier than you have ever squatted, and sometimes it's more like slipping on the banana peel of an old, unhealthy thought pattern. Both will knock you on your ass for a bit. But that's part of it. "Progress could be about going backward, letting go," Johnston writes. "Before and after" images are only snapshots. Outside the frame, the body, and the self, keep evolving.
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They Didn't Have to Do This

<span>By passing Donald Trump's One Big Beautiful Bill Act, congressional Republicans have talked themselves into an incomprehensibly reckless plan. </span>

by Jonathan Chait




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


In their heedless rush to enact a deficit-exploding tax bill so massive that they barely understand it, Senate Republicans call to mind a scene in The Sopranos. A group of young aspiring gangsters decides to stick up a Mafia card game in hopes of gaining the mobsters' respect and being brought into the crew. At the last moment, the guys briefly reconsider, before one of them supplies the decisive argument in favor of proceeding: "Let's do it before the crank wears off." After that, things go as you might expect.

Like the Mafia wannabes, congressional Republicans have talked themselves into a plan so incomprehensibly reckless that to describe it is to question its authors' sanity. As of today's 50-50 Senate vote, with Vice President J. D. Vance breaking the tie, the House and Senate have passed their own versions of the bill. The final details still have to be negotiated, but the foundational elements are clear enough. Congress is about to impose immense harm on tens of millions of Americans--taking away their health insurance, reducing welfare benefits, raising energy costs, and more--in order to benefit a handful of other Americans who least need the help. The bill almost seems designed to generate a political backlash.

Given that President Donald Trump and the GOP, unlike the morons in The Sopranos, are not collectively under the influence of crystal meth, the question naturally arises: Why are they doing this?

Republicans have historically been hesitant to pay for their tax cuts via offsetting cuts to government spending. This is politically rational in the short term. Reductions to government programs affect a much larger group of voters than the slice of wealthy Americans who benefit from GOP tax cuts. To avoid that backlash, congressional Republicans typically finance their tax bills with increased borrowing rather than reduced spending. The goal is to put the costs off to the distant future.

The One Big Beautiful Bill Act employs this technique, adding some $3 trillion to the national debt. But because the cost of the tax cuts is so massive, and the budget deficit already so large, Republicans could not put the entire cost on the credit card this time. Instead, they plan to pay for a portion of the cost with budget cuts. This will expose them to a kind of blowback they have never experienced before.

Polling shows that the megabill is about 20 points underwater, reflecting the fact that its basic outline--a regressive tax cut paired with reduced spending on Medicaid--violates the public's moral intuitions. And however much voters oppose the legislation in the abstract, they will hate it far more once it takes effect.

Republicans have mostly brushed off this brutal reality with happy talk. During a pep rally to psych up Congress to push the bill through before the crank wears off, Trump tried to reassure nervous legislators that the voters wouldn't mind. "We're cutting $1.7 trillion in this bill, and you're not going to feel any of it," he explained.

Trump was nodding at the claim that cuts to health-care subsidies and food assistance would be limited to fraudulent beneficiaries and other waste. Not only is this nowhere close to true, but there is also no conceivable world in which it could be true. Even if $1.7 trillion worth of benefits really were going to undocumented immigrants or fraudsters, the cuts would still affect the doctors and hospitals who give them care, the farmers and grocers who sell them food, and so on.

Jonathan Chait: The cynical Republican plan to cut Medicaid

In reality, the megabill will take food assistance away from some 3 million Americans, while causing 12 million to lose their health insurance. That is how you save money: by taking benefits away from people. Congress is not finding magical efficiencies. To the contrary, the bill introduces inefficiencies by design. The main way it will throw people off their health insurance is by requiring Medicaid recipients to show proof of employment. States that have tried this have found the paperwork so onerous that most people who lose their insurance are actually Medicaid-eligible but unable to navigate the endless bureaucratic hassle. The end result will be to punish not only the millions of Americans who lose Medicaid but also the millions more who will pay an infuriating time tax by undergoing periodic miniature IRS audits merely to maintain access to basic medical care.

Another source of cost savings in the megabill involves killing tax credits and subsidies for renewable energy. Because renewables supply some 90 percent of new energy capacity in the United States, and because electricity demand is rising dramatically, these components of the bill will raise household costs, with the highest spikes hitting Texas, Oklahoma, Kansas, Missouri, Kentucky, and South Carolina, which have huge wind and solar resources.

Perhaps the most severe political risk of the megabill is the potential for setting off a debt crisis. Rising deficits can cause interest rates to rise, which forces the government to borrow more money to pay the interest on its debt, which in turn puts even more upward pressure on rates, in a potentially disastrous spiral. This prospect is far from certain, but should it come to pass, it would dwarf the other harms of the bill.

You'd think sheer venal self-interest, if nothing else, would cause members of the Republican majority to hesitate before wreaking havoc on multiple economic sectors. Yet none of these outcomes has given them pause.

One explanation is that they don't understand just how unpopular the bill is apt to be when it takes effect. Many Republicans rely on party-aligned media for their news, and these sources have mostly cheered the bill while ignoring its downsides. Both chambers of Congress have rushed the bill through with minimal scrutiny, shielding members from exposure to concerns. Even the White House seems unaware of what exactly it's pressuring Congress to do. Yesterday, when a reporter asked Press Secretary Karoline Leavitt about the megabill's proposed tax on wind and solar energy, she appeared totally unfamiliar with the measure and punted the question. (The tax provision was later removed.)

When the Affordable Care Act passed, 15 years ago, Republicans protested that the law had been rushed through Congress. That was not true: The ACA was painstakingly shaped over the course of a year. But the attack seems to have revealed a belief among Republicans that speed and secrecy are political advantages that a shrewd party would employ. They have utilized this method to stampede members of Congress into enacting sweeping social change with minimal contemplation.

The second explanation is that Republicans in Congress, or at least some of them, do understand the consequences of their actions, and are willing to accept the political risk because they truly believe in what they're doing. Republicans have, after all, spent decades fighting to reduce the progressivity of the tax code and to block the expansion of guaranteed health care for people unable to purchase it on their own.

The third explanation is that the political logic of doing the president's bidding has created an unstoppable momentum. Trump has been flexible on the specifics of the legislation. (He floated slightly raising the top tax rate on the rich, to disarm a Democratic attack on it, only for Republicans in Congress to shoot him down.) His sine qua non for the bill is that it be big and beautiful. Using Trumpian lingo to label the bill was a clever decision to brand it as a Trump bill rather than to identify the measure by its much less popular contents.

Annie Lowrey: A big, bad, very ugly bill

Trump has accordingly treated internal dissent ruthlessly. When Elon Musk denounced the bill for blowing up the debt and cutting energy technology, Trump threatened to cut Musk's federal subsidies (subsidies that, curiously enough, he had no previous objection to maintaining). When Senator Thom Tillis of North Carolina criticized the bill's Medicaid cuts, Trump threatened to back a primary challenger in next year's midterms. Tillis immediately announced that he will not seek reelection.

Republicans in Congress have grumbled, occasionally trying to exert leverage to force policy changes. But, with rare exceptions, they have never entertained the prospect of actually opposing Trump's big, beautiful bill. Their criticism begins from the premise that its passage is necessary. They keep repeating the phrase "Failure is not an option," a mantra that seems designed to prevent them from considering the possibility that passing the bill could be worse than the alternative. Senator Josh Hawley wrote a New York Times op-ed opposing Medicaid cuts, then fell in line. "This has been an unhappy episode here in Congress, this effort to cut Medicaid," he told NBC News, referring to an effort that he then personally participated in by voting in favor of the bill.

Or perhaps Republicans in Washington have simply grown inured to Trump-era warnings of catastrophe, which have blared for a decade on end, with accelerating frequency during the second Trump term. Trump has gone to war with the global economy, unilaterally slashed huge swaths of the government, threatened to imprison his enemies, and so on, and yet these affronts never quite bring the widespread devastation--and public revolt--that Trump's critics warn of. One gets the sense that elected Republicans have stopped listening.

They have picked a bad time to let their guard down, however, because this bill is different. One way is that legislation, unlike executive action, is not subject to the TACO principle; once a law has been passed, Trump can't just quietly back down. The other is that they will all have cast a vote for it. An angry public won't merely blame Trump. The ignominy for the disaster will fall upon its authors.
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The Bad Bunny Video That Captures the Cost of Gentrification

The artist's latest project transforms an unconventional figure into a symbol.

by Valerie Trapp




At the Brookfield Zoo, near Chicago, sloshing inside bags of oxygen and water, thousands of tadpoles await their transformation into what the Chicago Tribune has already dubbed "celebrity amphibians." A few months ago, the sapo concho was bound for extinction. The native Puerto Rican toad has long been endangered on the island thanks to habitat loss and invasive species. Yet fame, then fortune, found the concho: In January, Bad Bunny released his latest album, Debi Tirar Mas Fotos, as well as a short film of the same name, both of which feature a cartoon concho. After the record's chart-topping release, the Puerto Rican Crested Toad Conservancy received donations toward funding a new breeding center on the island; the Brookfield Zoo's long-standing conservation efforts also got a media boost. And the concho found fans across the world--especially among people who see its plight as analogous to their own, and who have latched on to it as a symbol of resilience.

Along with its toad envoy, Bad Bunny's sprawling DTMF project has, as a whole, become anthemic for those facing displacement worldwide. The track "Lo Que Le Paso a Hawaii" ("What Happened to Hawaii"), for one, is a prophetic lamentation in which Bad Bunny urges Puerto Rico not to end up like Hawaii, referencing the cultural erosion and gentrification that has accompanied Hawaiian statehood; the song has been covered and close-read not just by Puerto Ricans but also by native Hawaiians, Dominicans, Costa Ricans, and Ecuadorians, who note their land's parallel struggles. "DTMF"--the album's nostalgic title track, which features the chorus "I should've taken more pictures when I had you"--has been called the "unofficial anthem of the Palestinian people" and the "soundtrack for Gaza's visual archive" by some journalists, having been used on social media to accompany videos of life in Gaza and Lebanon taken before the events of October 7. ("I hope my people never move away," sings a discordant crew of voices on "DTMF," sounding like an otherworldly band of ancestors.)

But the 13-minute Debi Tirar Mas Fotos short film, which Bad Bunny co-wrote and co-directed with the filmmaker Ari Maniel Cruz Suarez, is the DTMF project's most poignant discussion of displacement. It speaks to the cultural erasure that threatens dispossessed people everywhere, the feeling of slowly losing a homeland--comparable to the ache of phantom limb. Bad Bunny's film brings this concept--often discussed using dry academic jargon--to life in a particularly inventive way: He throws viewers into a sensory-deprivation-tank model of Puerto Rico, in which the sounds and sights that define its culture seem to be going extinct. Debi Tirar Mas Fotos proposes that, when Puerto Rican politicians respond insufficiently and callously to ecological disasters and cater to outside investors more than locals--as Bad Bunny has often noted they do--the island loses what makes it Puerto Rico: its music, its culture, its people.

The film highlights this tension through an allegory of an old man and a toad. The characters are more symbolic than specific, the kind of stand-ins that displaced people anywhere might relate to. The man (played by Jacobo Morales) is seemingly one of the few Puerto Ricans left in his nameless neighborhood; he is listed in the credits only as "Senor." His friend Concho is an anthropomorphic version of the endangered amphibian. Together, the film suggests, the two represent the Puerto Ricans, human and nonhuman, who are being ousted from the island by, among other factors, poor governance and social inequality.

Displacement isn't a new subject for Bad Bunny: The artist's 2022 song "El Apagon" features the chorus "What belongs to me, they'll keep it to themselves," followed by "This is my beach, this is my sun / This is my land, this is me." His music video for the track took the form of a 22-minute documentary by the journalist Bianca Graulau; it was packed with reporting on how tax breaks have made it easy for investors to buy up properties, outprice locals, and develop luxury rentals across Puerto Rico. These critiques are undergirded by Bad Bunny's long-standing devotion to the island, which has been amplified in recent appearances he's made to promote his latest record. Take the Puerto Rican flag he projected onto Saturday Night Live's stage in May during a performance, or his upcoming summer residency in San Juan, aptly titled "No Me Quiero Ir de Aqui" ("I Don't Want to Leave Here").

Read: Bad Bunny has it all--and that's the problem

The Debi Tirar Mas Fotos short film, though, excels at depicting cultural upheaval: Instead of relying on headlines, as in the "El Apagon" music video, Bad Bunny slips viewers into an off-kilter dreamscape--a Puerto Rico with barely any Puerto Ricans. Senor and Concho's community looks like a deserted Epcot version of the island. The empty streets are awash in pastel hues. When Senor strolls to the local bakery to get a treat, he encounters only a pair of young English speakers consulting their phones for directions and a grilling, football-playing family with drawling southern accents, whose patriarch gives Senor a "get off my lawn" stare. The cafe exudes a watered-down Caribbean vibe--it's called the Flamboyan Bakery, after Puerto Rico's renowned flame tree, and quickly sells out of its vegan spin-off of the quesito pastry. Its menu is in English, and we seldom hear Spanish spoken among its employees and clientele. When Senor tries to pay in cash, he's told that the store is a "cashless environment." All of this may leave the viewer feeling disoriented: Is this really Puerto Rico?

There's also nary a reggaeton or salsa tune in the film's first act, which may add to the confusion. Only English-language country and emo-rock songs float out of the homes Senor passes. Not until the old man returns home from the pricey cafe, two-thirds into the film, do the longing plucks of a bolero song start to play (a snippet of "Turista," off Debi Tirar Mas Fotos). It scores a small, more classical portrait of Caribbean life; Senor places a moka pot on a gas stove, cuts up bread, and pours his cafecito into a little green cup. After a long, uncanny absence--and among the overall strangeness of the town--the bolero riffs land on the viewer like an emotive tidal wave, flooding the largely muted streets with sound. At the bakery, Senor seemed uncomfortable, forced to speak halting English; at home, with his daily tasks scored by swooning traditional tunes, he looks at ease once again. His house becomes an oasis of local Puerto Rican music in a neighborhood that appears to be quickly forgetting its culture.

This scarce use of Caribbean music feels intentional: One of the effects of gentrification, Bad Bunny proposes, is silence. Throughout the DTMF album, Bad Bunny laments how many Puerto Ricans have been forced to leave the island amid financial struggles and environmental disasters such as Hurricane Maria; this is most notable on "Lo Que Le Paso a Hawaii," in which he notes that "no one here wanted to leave, and those who left dream of returning." (As of 2018, more Puerto Ricans live outside Puerto Rico than on the island; the same is true of native Hawaiians and Palestinians in their respective lands.) The DTMF short film makes their absence palpable. "Did you hear that? That music!" the old man says to Concho, when a red sedan drives by their front porch playing reggaeton (Bad Bunny's "Eoo"). The old man is moved. "You barely see that anymore," he says of the car moseying past. "I miss hearing the young people hanging out, the motorcycles--the sound of the neighborhood." Senor and Concho, it seems, live in a community that has turned its volume down, now that most of its Puerto Rican inhabitants have left.

Read: Why do rich people love quiet?

Yet Bad Bunny offers up one possible way for Puerto Ricans both on and off the island--and any group facing similar trials--to resist the cultural erasure that can accompany displacement. The proposal: to joyfully tout their music and traditional symbols. It's an idea that's threaded through the DTMF album, which is full of imperative lyrics such as "Don't let go of the flag nor forget the le-lo-lai" (a lyrical scat often used in jibaro music, a folk genre that originated in the Puerto Rican countryside). The accompanying film ends on a similar note, as Concho and Senor, the everymen of the island, model a moment of cultural pride. Concho suggests that his friend shake up the neighborhood's ghostly quiet; why not drive around blaring some perreo bops?

The old man entertains this idea, though only as a daydream. In his mind's eye, he sees himself behind the wheel of a Jeep, the windows down. He's blasting Bad Bunny's song "Velda" throughout the hilly, vacant streets. It's a triumphant, defiant vignette--an assertion that, as the old man tells Concho, "seguimos aqui." We're still here.
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Chinese Students Feel a Familiar Chill in America

Surveillance, censorship, detention were things to worry about back home. Now they're here.

by Lavender Au




"I need to get my degree safely," the student told me. A Chinese national and doctoral candidate in social sciences at an American university, she'd recently heard that her social-media messages might be checked at the U.S. border. "Safely," for her, meant a series of measures to avoid anything incriminating: She downloaded the end-to-end-encrypted messaging app Signal and set her messages to disappear after 24 hours, and she also no longer sends sensitive links in group chats--that is, anything involving Donald Trump, Israel, or DEI. She's not the only one with a new sense of anxiety. Whenever her Chinese classmates talk about American politics at the campus cafeteria or in school, she told me, they lower their voices.

The day she and I spoke, June 10, was the final day of China's university-entrance exams. She had been watching videos on the Chinese social-media platform Weibo of students back home being cheered on to the examination venues by crowds, of flowers being handed out, and of police asking motorists not to honk so that students could concentrate on their test. She said it felt as though the whole society was behind them, willing their success.

Earlier that day, she had received an email from her U.S. university department that provided an emergency plan for sudden visa revocation. The memo included a recommendation to make a contact list of immigration attorneys, and a notice to save both digital and printed copies of the plan. The email even came with guidance on securing temporary housing, implying that students needed a backup plan. Seeking clarification, students were told that they were responsible for covering any costs.

"We're students; we don't have lawyers," she said. "We just don't know how to navigate this."

The administration's actions had led to rising defensiveness and pessimism in her circle. And the housing advice prompted her to ask, half-jokingly, "Are we at war, or what?"

I spoke with five Chinese nationals for this article: an undergraduate, a master's student, two people pursuing Ph.D.s, and one newly tenured faculty member. None of them wanted their name used. The younger students--less tethered to the United States--spoke openly about considering other options: countries with clearer rules, less visa ambiguity and angst. The doctoral students were more invested in trying to stay and, despite growing uncertainty, wanted to build a career in the United States. I have been writing about China, from Beijing, for the past few years, so I'm used to my sources asking for anonymity. People in China are acutely conscious of the limits of permissible speech there and how crossing those lines can affect their future. But this time, I wasn't speaking with Chinese people in China; I was speaking with Chinese people in the United States. This time, they weren't afraid of their own government back home, but the American one they were living under.

The grounds for their fear were not hypothetical. The United States is trying to draw a red line to keep out Chinese students it perceives as a national-security threat. The problem is that no one knows exactly where the line is.

From 2009 to 2022, Chinese students were the largest group of international students in the United States. At peak, in the 2019-20 academic year, some 370,000 Chinese students were enrolled at American universities. Numbers have since tapered off, initially because of the pandemic. Then, on May 28, Secretary of State Marco Rubio announced that the U.S. would begin "aggressively" revoking visas of Chinese students, including those studying in "sensitive" fields or with Chinese Communist Party links.

A Republican-backed bill currently in Congress goes further still--it would ban visas for all Chinese nationals looking to study in the United States. The authors of the bill point to China's 2017 National Intelligence Law, which requires citizens to support intelligence-gathering for their home country even when abroad. Although the GOP bill may not pass, its hard-line stance underlines the level of uncertainty students now face.

In June, President Donald Trump appeared to give Chinese students in the U.S. a reprieve when he announced that they would remain welcome, pending a putative trade deal with China. But by making plain that the students were a token in his trade war, Trump only increased the uncertainty of their predicament.

The Chinese students I spoke with were intently parsing official edicts in an effort to work out which course subjects were sensitive and which weren't. What I detected from my conversations with them was their sense of being caught in a guessing game. A formerly innocuous decision about whether to leave the U.S. for a trip now seemed like a high-stakes gamble. In the country that they had believed offered the freest and most resource-rich research environment, they were now carefully policing their own discourse. Back in China, students know the score, but they never expected to be contending with these worries in the United States. In its nationalist rhetoric and sweeping use of state-security justifications, the U.S. was starting to mirror aspects of the very system it has long denounced.

"The White House website looks like a Chinese government site now," the newly tenured professor told me, referring to the oversize portraits of President Trump.

Read: The Trojan Horse will come for us too

When the social-sciences Ph.D. student first applied to study abroad, she regarded the U.S. as the world leader for research in her field. Among her peers, the opportunity to pursue postgraduate studies at an American university was the runaway first choice. She had graduated from China's elite Tsinghua University, known especially for its STEM programs, so America's close ties between research and business, with proximity to venture capital, were part of the draw. "You want to see your work realized in real life," she told me.

That optimism has faded as she's seen the heightened U.S.-China tensions filtering down into life on an American campus. "You always walk with your Chinese identity," she said. "It's hard to isolate yourself from ongoing chaos."

Even during the first Trump administration, some of her friends from China had sensed that the environment in the U.S. was growing more hostile. Those who were studying subjects with potential military applications, such as robotics and information systems, applied to European programs instead. But they faced difficulties there too: After initially receiving offers from universities in the European Union, they saw their visa prospects vanish into a bureaucratic thicket of vetting checks. European countries have also increased their scrutiny of Chinese students who conduct STEM research with potential military, as well as civilian, applications.

A Chinese student at New York University told me that he'd considered joining a "No Kings" rally this month but decided to stay away, fearing that he might endanger his visa. "It's becoming the same as the situation in China," he said. "You can talk about foreign policy, but not domestic policy."

After his positive experience of a year at a U.S. high school, he'd had no hesitation about applying only to American universities--which ranked highly for the engineering degree he expected to graduate with. But he told me he might have applied elsewhere if he had known how quickly American government policy would turn against international students, and Chinese students in particular. Now he was living with the same visa-status anxiety facing friends of his--Chinese nationals or people raised in China--who were seeing their renewals denied or delayed with vague demands for additional paperwork. He wasn't privy to their full applications, but he believed that these obstacles were a result of their Chinese ties.

The NYU student wasn't alone in sensing a shift. A master's student told me that during her reentry to the U.S. last year, she was pulled aside into what Chinese students colloquially call the "little black room," an immigration-interview room at the airport. This reflects a pattern of heightened scrutiny at the border that began under the Biden administration, but Chinese citizens are familiar with the "little black room" because it's what security officers back home use if they suspect some kind of anti-government conduct.

The U.S. immigration officer checking her passport said she could leave after the student declared she was studying graphic design. If her answer had been computer science, she believed from accounts she'd seen on social media, "I'd definitely stay there for a few hours."

A Ph.D. student in a Republican state who has planned a research trip out of the country this summer told me that her adviser expressly warned her not to get involved in protests or post anything pro-Palestine online, and to watch her driving speed. She said these warnings began last year, as red states anticipated Trump's return to power. Fearing that she could be denied reentry, she was ready to cancel her trip entirely if official U.S. announcements became more hard-line.

The master's student has exercised similar precautions. Knowing that social-media accounts are checked and have a bearing on visa issuance, she restricts herself to sharing internet memes that broadly hint at her frustration without specifically criticizing federal immigration policy. Memes live in a "gray area," she said. Being vague makes them "safer."

Read: No more student visas? No problem.

This moment is by no means the first time that the U.S. has viewed Chinese students with suspicion. In the 1950s, American officials placed the scientist Qian Xuesen under house arrest and eventually deported him. The U.S. authorities came to regret their action: Back in China, Qian became the father of its missile-and-space program.

Relations began to thaw in the '70s after President Richard Nixon's historic visit to China. In 1979, China's leader Deng Xiaoping met with President Jimmy Carter and agreed to step up scientific exchanges. Implicit in the U.S. government's motivation was a belief that if Chinese students were exposed to the benefits of democracy, they would recognize what they were missing and create a political constituency for reforming China.

This spirit of engagement persisted through China's entry into the World Trade Organization in 2001. By then, the aspiration of studying abroad had been normalized for Chinese young people--as a personal choice. The wildly popular 1990s TV show A Beijinger in New York, which aired on the state broadcaster China Central Television, was a testament to that generation's curiosity about the outside world. This cultural trend continued into the early 2000s, when "Harvard Girl" Liu Yiting became a national sensation as an American-educated success story. Her parents' best-selling book chronicling how they'd raised her was a model for millions of other Chinese families, all hoping to nurture their own Harvard Girl.

The recently U.S.-tenured professor I spoke with came of age during China's relatively liberal era of the late 1990s and early 2000s, under the premierships of Jiang Zemin and Hu Jintao, so he had earned his master's at a very different time in U.S. politics, during Barack Obama's presidency. His own research field is national security--and he acknowledged that the United States had legitimate concerns about Chinese government-sponsored actions, citing instances of intellectual-property theft.

"I just don't think the administration is dealing with this in a targeted way," he told me. Refusing students a visa simply because of links to the CCP was too broad, he argued, given China's condition as a one-party state in which almost every institution has a formal party presence. He supported the vetting of students, based on solid evidence and with due process.

In the student-deportation cases he was following, some were being removed because they had once been charged with a minor offense, even if the charge had subsequently been dismissed. "It's shocking," he said. "Their status was revoked overnight." He said, in most instances, the Chinese students' universities received no prior notice.

"My guess is the government has adopted some kind of screening system," he said, but one that seemed to him crude and unreliable. "There are a lot of false positives." (I requested comment from Immigration and Customs Enforcement and its parent agency, the Department of Homeland Security, but received no response.)

This student's home country, he added, was not making things easier for Chinese students abroad. "The National Intelligence Law is not doing us a favor," he said: The law includes penalties for obstructing intelligence work, which puts Chinese nationals abroad in a very awkward position. I asked what he'd do if the Chinese government asked him to share information; he said he'd call an American lawyer.

On RedNote, a social-media app popular with Chinese students, posts continue to circulate about deportations over such minor infractions as speeding tickets. Some fear that if they travel abroad, they will be denied reentry to the United States. Chinese students are familiar with surveillance, scrutiny, and expansive definitions of national security. They just didn't expect all of that from the U.S. government, as well.
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The Disturbing Implications of the Diddy Verdict

The music mogul was acquitted of his most serious charges. What comes next?

by Spencer Kornhaber




Less than two years ago, the public image of Sean "Diddy" Combs started to shift from playboy to villain: to the raging boyfriend caught beating Cassie Ventura on a hotel camera; the alleged criminal kingpin facing federal prosecution; the mastermind of an elite sex cult, according to online conspiracy theorists. He was broadly painted as (and assiduously denied being) the sort of man who used money and power to pursue his desires no matter the harm to those around him. Now that a verdict has been rendered in his case, expect another reputational shift--a redemption story, unearned though it may be.

After a seven-week trial in a Manhattan federal courthouse, the music mogul has been convicted of two charges of transportation to engage in prostitution. These are serious offenses that together carry possible sentences of up to 20 years in prison. But they are less grave than the other crimes he was acquitted of--two counts of sex trafficking, and one count of racketeering--which each could have brought a life sentence. Combs had pleaded not guilty to all of the charges against him, and his family cheered in court after the verdict was read. "Mr. Combs has been given his life by this jury," his lawyer Marc Agnifilo said in court.

The saga began in November 2023, when the singer Cassie Ventura filed a lawsuit against Combs, the producer and rapper known for both hits such as "It's All About the Benjamins" and business endeavors such as Bad Boy Records. Ventura, who'd signed to his label as a young woman and then dated him, alleged that he'd abused and manipulated her for years. She said he'd repeatedly pressured her to participate in "freak-offs": orgies involving sex workers and drug use that sometimes lasted for days. Combs settled the lawsuit after one day for a reported $20 million. But many of its details were central to the federal case, which was filed in September 2024.

During the trial, prosecutors alleged that Combs had used intimidation, violence, blackmail, and drugs to coerce Ventura and another ex-girlfriend, identified as Jane, to perform sexually. An assistant, identified as Mia, testified that Combs had repeatedly sexually assaulted her. Combs's defense highlighted text messages and other bits of evidence that suggested these women were actually willing participants in his lifestyle, and raised suspicion about the fact that these alleged victims continued their relationships with the rapper even after alleged instances of abuse. The two sex-trafficking charges against Combs hinged on the thorny question of what consent means within the context of a relationship in which a man alternately hurts a woman and lavishes her with affection and gifts. On the stand, Jane said that she loves Combs to this day.

But the case was not only about consent. Federal lawyers also pursued a charge of racketeering conspiracy, an allegation traditionally affiliated with Mafia prosecutions. They alleged that Combs used his employees to help him procure sex workers and secure drugs for freak-offs, as well as to commit arson (the burning of a car owned by the rapper Kid Cudi after he became involved with Ventura) and kidnapping (an assistant alleged that Combs and his team repeatedly detained her against her will). Combs's lawyers denied many of the granular allegations--Combs was not involved in any arson and didn't kidnap anyone, they said--while portraying the broader racketeering charge as preposterous. Combs, they insisted, ran a legitimate business empire, not a criminal syndicate.

Now that Combs has been acquitted of all but the most cut-and-dry charges--transporting people across state lines for the purposes of prostitution--the obvious question to ask is whether prosecutors overreached. The RICO statute allowed prosecutors to sweep a variety of smaller alleged infractions--such as bribery and drug possession with intent to distribute--into one flashy, sprawling charge that carried a potential life sentence. But the underlying law is a complex one that requires the jury to think that at least two people agreed to commit at least two crimes. A conviction necessitates a belief of guilt beyond a reasonable doubt--and the defense worked, at every turn, to sow doubt.

Read: The transparent cruelties of Diddy's entertainment machine

But the conversation about the case isn't likely to focus on technical matters for very long. Popular culture loves martyrs; it loves comeback stories; frankly, it loves men. In our current broligarchic era, plenty of guys who were culturally shunned during the #MeToo movement are returning to prominence while being cheered as avenging underdogs. In court, Combs's lawyers primed him to be thought of in just this manner, arguing that he was a successful guy who'd found himself victimized by bitter, money-grubbing exes. Race will likely offer another lens through which Combs's supporters will undermine the validity of his conviction. At the beginning of the trial, his lawyers moved to dismiss the prostitution charges of which Combs is now guilty by citing the fact that the underlying law has racist origins. Now you can expect any commentators whose agenda it suits to rally around Combs as a man, and specifically a Black man, enduring persecution.

Our legal system is certainly tarnished and faulty, and criminal court has never been a reliable venue of justice for women who say they were victimized by powerful men. But even as Combs and his supporters celebrate, the disturbing implications of his case grow. Dozens of civil lawsuits by people who have accused him of a variety of offenses are still pending (he denies culpability in all of them). And the tape of Combs beating Ventura in a hotel hallway in 2016 remains, as one of his own lawyers put it, "indefensible." Yet a defense is no doubt on its way.
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RFK Jr.'s Confusing Disdain for Medicaid

The health secretary is cheering on cuts that would worsen America's health woes.

by Nicholas Florko




For Robert F. Kennedy Jr., "Make America healthy again" is far more than a nice slogan. His cosmic purpose in life, he has said, is to fix the country's health woes. "The first thing I've done every morning for the past 20 years is to get on my knees and pray to God that he would put me in a position to end the chronic-disease epidemic," Kennedy told senators during his confirmation hearing in January. As health secretary, he has continued to emphasize his commitment to that goal. But yesterday, Kennedy cheered a move that is all but guaranteed to make America less healthy.



Trump's "Big Beautiful Bill," which the Senate passed yesterday, includes provisions that would dramatically change Medicaid, the government program that provides health insurance primarily to low-income people. The bill requires a significant portion of Medicaid enrollees to work in order to access benefits, and creates other barriers for people enrolling in the program. All told, it would kick nearly 12 million people off health insurance by 2034, according to an estimate from the nonpartisan Congressional Budget Office. If the bill passes the House, it will then head to President Donald Trump, who will sign it into law.



Medicaid is an expensive program, and the White House has said that more stringently policing who can access it will root out fraud and save funds for the neediest Americans. (Fraud is indeed a problem with the program.) Kennedy, who oversees Medicaid as the head of Health and Human Services, has echoed that message. Yesterday, he posted on X that the bill will allow the Trump administration "to deliver better care to America's most vulnerable citizens." But nearly the entire medical establishment warns that slashing Medicaid and limiting access to medical care would have grave consequences for Americans' health. The American Hospital Association has said the bill "will result in irreparable harm to our health care system." The American College of Emergency Physicians has said that it "will have dangerous ripple effects that impact anyone in need of lifesaving emergency care."



Kennedy has argued several times that the number of people on Medicaid needs to shrink. In a recent congressional hearing, Kennedy argued that Medicaid should be for only "poor children," "mothers," and "the disabled," rather than "able-bodied people who are not looking for jobs." During his Senate confirmation hearing, Kennedy made clear that his problem with Medicaid is unsatisfactory outcomes. "We are spending $900 billion, and our people are getting sicker every single year," he said. (An HHS spokesperson didn't respond to a request for comment.)



But cutting Medicaid would directly undermine Kennedy's MAHA agenda. Many of the sickest Americans are on Medicaid, and they might not otherwise be able to afford health insurance. The program allows them to access care for the kinds of diseases that RFK Jr. is set on remedying. Nine in 10 adults who are on Medicaid and have chronic conditions report seeing a doctor in the past year, versus just 63 percent of uninsured adults, according to KFF, a nonpartisan organization.



There's a lot for Kennedy to like in the services Medicaid provides. The health secretary is perhaps the most outspoken advocate for the concept that food is medicine, but Medicaid has long embraced the idea. Every state runs its own Medicaid program, and Massachusetts, for example, provides healthy meals to people with certain diet-related conditions. This pilot program has reduced hospitalizations by nearly a quarter, according to one study. Kennedy has also cited his longtime advocacy for people with disabilities. Several states, including California, pay for aides who can help disabled enrollees with personal-care tasks. Some will even pay for renovations to make homes more accessible, ensuring that people with disabilities can live more independently.



With his framing on Medicaid, Kennedy has reversed the causes and effects of America's health woes. He is right to point out that Medicaid serves an incredibly sick population. Adults below the poverty line are roughly twice as likely to report only fair or poor health compared with the entire U.S. population, according to the CDC. But Medicaid is part of the solution, not the problem itself.
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Trump's Betrayal of Ukraine

Bridget Brink, the former ambassador to Ukraine, on that country's war with Russia, America's betrayal of Ukraine, and why she resigned

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: The United States' support for Ukraine is collapsing under Donald Trump's second term--and with it, the global system of peace and security that has protected Americans for decades. David explains what Trump's latest actions reveal about his motivations, and why Ukraine's survival may now depend on the outcome of the 2024 election.

Then David is joined by the former U.S. ambassador to Ukraine and now Democratic congressional candidate Bridget Brink, who served under both President Biden and President Trump. They discuss the true stakes of the war, the failure of the Trump administration to develop or execute a coherent Ukraine policy, and why Brink ultimately chose to resign her post. She offers a firsthand account of life in Kyiv during the early days of the full-scale invasion, the dangers facing American diplomats in war zones, and the institutional breakdowns now threatening U.S. foreign policy from within.

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. I'm speaking to you today from the offices of The Picton Gazette, one of the oldest continuously published newspapers in all of Canada. It's Canada Day week here in Canada, and many of our usual facilities are closed. So I'm very grateful to the editors and publishers of the Gazette for making their offices available to me to record this opening discussion.

My guest this week will be Ambassador Bridget Brink, who was appointed by President Biden as ambassador to Ukraine and then served under President Trump until her resignation earlier this year. Ambassador Brink is now running for Congress for the Democratic nomination in Michigan's Seventh District. Our conversation was recorded before she made that announcement.

Before I turn to our conversation about Ukraine and the struggle for independence, and about the inconsistent and unfavorable attitude of the Trump administration toward Ukraine that she observed as ambassador, I want to say a few personal words about what is at stake in this Ukrainian cause.

The United States has built, since 1945, an extraordinary system of peace and security embracing much of the planet. It is a system from which many countries benefit, but Americans too. That Americans do not need to learn a second language in most cases; that they can travel about the world with a feeling of security; that when they do business, they do business under legal systems that are often inspired by the American example; that when they travel as tourists or students or in any capacity, they can put down a credit card, and if they have a dispute, have that credit card dispute adjudicated, usually under American law--all of those things that we take for granted as we move about a world that is ever more accommodating to the American way of life and to American interests, all of that is one of the prizes for the American investment in global peace and security.

Now, that system of peace and security received one of its severest tests when Russia accelerated its attack on Ukraine. The war began in 2014 with the attack on Crimea and the occupation of Crimea. But in February of 2022, Russia made a direct lunge for the capital, Kyiv. The heroism and endurance of Ukrainian soldiers beat back the Russians, and Ukraine has continued to fight for its independence to this day. This is a war not about boundaries, but about Ukraine's sovereign existence. The Russians and President Putin, their dictator, have made it very clear that what they are offended by is that Ukraine imagines it has any right to exist as an independent nation at all.

As Putin has told many people, including American interviewers--including pet American interviewers, like Tucker Carlson when Tucker Carlson interviewed Vladimir Putin--what this war is about from Putin's point of view is that Ukraine is not a country. It's just part of Russia. It has no history. It has no language. It has no literature. It has no right to be any kind of separate people at all. It's little Russia, in his mind, that must be ruled forever by big Russia. The Ukrainians see it otherwise, and they have fought and struggled and died to maintain their national existence.

Under President Biden, the president who appointed Ambassador Brink, the United States assisted Ukraine, not as fully as it should. It often seems that President Biden's policy was to say, What does Ukraine need? Give them half, and give it late. Tanks and airplanes and other kinds of assistance always arrived too little amounts and too slow in time to turn the tide of war when the war was ready to be turned, especially in the summer of [20]23. It often seemed that there was a lack of urgency in the Biden administration, that they never took it seriously, that November '24 would be, among other things, a referendum on Ukraine's survival, and that if there was anything that was left undone by the United States as of November '24, there was a real chance that the next administration, which might be Donald Trump's, would turn off the flow of aid and doom Ukraine altogether. If the war was not won by November of 2024, it might never be won at all.

But that lack of urgency was a flaw from a generally positive policy. President Biden did seem to understand what was at stake and did want to help, even if it was never in time and never enough. But now, in the Trump presidency, we are in a very different world, a world of outright hostility to Ukraine, where Donald Trump's goal seems to be to pressure Ukraine, sometimes risking Ukrainian lives, sometimes dooming Ukrainian lives, pressure Ukraine to a negotiated form of submission to Russia.

I don't know that we have yet or ever will get to the bottom of the reason for Donald Trump's strange attachment to Russia. The why question--it's been speculated about, psychological blackmail, cronyism. It's been speculated about forever. And I have to admit, I sometimes have joined in some of the speculation, but I think always we need to have skepticism about it. We don't know and maybe we'll never know the why of the Trump-Russia attachment.

But we can see the what. We can see the thing. We can see that there is something going on here that is way beyond the usual about how Americans feel about foreign dictators--a kind of something that is influencing American policy in ways that are injurious to all kinds of societies, not only Ukraine, and that has biased American policy toward the support of the goals of this aggressive dictatorship in Moscow.

Now we find ourselves, really, in a moment of crisis. The United States has demonstrated in Iran that American power can be used. This administration has proven that all those op-eds and think pieces and campaign propaganda about Trump as a dove, as a noninterventionist were nonsense. Trump struck Iran. Right now, there are American Predator drones flying over Mexico. And many in the Trump administration, including the vice president, have talked about using American military force inside Mexico--again, with or without the permission of the Mexican government. They're not noninterventionists. They're not pacifists. They're not doves. What they are are people who are hostile to the Ukrainian cause.

The Ukrainian cause is a great cause. It's one that deserves respect and support from Americans, as it has gained and deserves support from America's allies. Ukraine has done so much by itself. It has fought and struggled and defended itself, but it probably cannot win by itself. To win, it needs help. That help was forthcoming--inadequately, but forthcoming--from the Biden administration, and it's been dialed back by the Trump administration. It needs to be a top-of-mind issue in our national discussion today.

What can be done to help Ukraine? Why won't Donald Trump do it? How can it be pressured to do it? In that debate, Ambassador Brink has been and will be one of the most important voices, first as a successful and effective ambassador, then as a powerful critic of the administration she served, and now as a candidate for Congress.

So in a few moments, my conversation with Ambassador Bridget Brink, but first: a quick break.

[Music]

Frum: Ambassador Bridget Brink, is a career diplomat, a native of Michigan, and a graduate of Kenyon College. Her service to the United States commenced during the Clinton administration. She has represented the United States in Uzbekistan, Georgia, and the Slovak Republic. In between, she rose to higher and higher positions and ranks at the State Department and on the National Security Council staff.

In February 2022, as Russian columns raced toward Kyiv to capture that Ukrainian capital, and as Russian airborne troops descended on the Kyiv airport, President Biden asked Bridget Brink to serve as his ambassador to Ukraine, an emerging war zone, one of the most dangerous posts in all of U.S. diplomacy.

She was formally nominated in April of 2022 and has led the mission until earlier this year. She resigned in 2025 to protest President Trump's persistent refusal to acknowledge Russia's responsibility for the war Putin started.

And Ambassador Brink, thank you so much. Welcome to The David Frum Show. Let me ask you to take us back to that moment when you got the nod to serve in this historic role at this historic time. How did that happen? What was that like?

Bridget Brink: Well, thanks David. Thanks so much for having me on. Well, I remember it like it was yesterday, but now it was more than three years ago. As you know, or probably know, we have a long process to bring new ambassadors into positions.

So I knew for a while, even before the war started, that I was the president's candidate and had to go through the formal confirmation process. And when the war started, I got a call. And I was asked, Are you still interested in this post? Because we think we may have to close the embassy. We don't know where the embassy will be. We don't know what will happen with the war. What's your position?

And I remember very distinctly, I said, No, I absolutely am committed. I think this position is more important now than maybe ever, and so keep going. And I also said we need to stay and then go back, and that's what we did.

Frum: Yeah, I want to protect us both against the temptation that a lot of Americans have to think that the war started in February of 2022.

Brink: Yes.

Frum: In fact, it started in 2014. But for a long time, the fighting was localized to certain border regions between Russia--the Ukrainian territory but near Russia. In February of '22, we had an escalation of the war where the capital itself became under siege.

So when did you arrive in Kyiv?

Brink: I arrived in Kyiv at the end of May--May 29, 2022--and I came in by land. At that time, we were driving, and I came in; I had a charge [d'affaires] that I was replacing. We hadn't had a confirmed ambassador in Ukraine for over three years. And I remember that very distinctly because it was me and nine other diplomats.

That's who returned back to help reestablish and reopen the embassy. And when I got there--of course, embassies, when they close, they're taken down in a way to protect our national security. So areas that are sensitive or things that are sensitive are removed or destroyed. And so when we got to the embassy, we literally had nothing that you could plug into the wall.

So if you think about What do you need when you're working? well, you need your computer, and you need your various things that help you do your job, and because of a closure, that did not exist. So this was the unexpected, I'd say, challenge that we had in the first few days and weeks. Because not only were we coming back into a war zone, not only did we not at the time have any air defense (because it was the early part of the war, it was very uncertain)--we also didn't have a functioning, operating embassy. And that, I have to say, was a huge and heavy lift because usually when you reopen an embassy, you reopen it in conditions of peace, not in conditions of war. But here we were, trying to do that in conditions of war.

Frum: Where did you sleep and eat?

Brink: So in the first three months, I slept in the embassy. So I actually was given a room in the Marine house. So we didn't have Marines at that time. Marines usually protect embassies overseas. Me--and it's a small seven, six or seven rooms--and so I had a room just like everybody else's room in the Marine house, whatever Marines live in. I think it's now called, like, the "ambassador's room."

And I slept and ate at the embassy. We have a small cafeteria, and I ate there. And, in fact, I didn't want to leave, because after three months, we moved to another location--because we were getting bigger as I pushed very hard to bring more people back. And I didn't want to move, because literally from the time I opened my eyes in the morning until the time I closed them, I was working.

And I didn't want to take the time that I needed to do any kind of commuting back and forth to the embassy. And so I think I was the last one to leave the embassy, purely because of that--not because I didn't want to go and normalize, but because I worried it would, like, take precious seconds and minutes off of what we needed to do the job.

And as I told everybody, we're working at the speed of war. But finally, I was convinced: Like, no, it's important. It's important that the ambassador move, as an example. And if we were going to help the Ukrainians fight this fight, we needed, also, to give people a little bit of ability to have a little downtime and perform. And that was absolutely correct, and that's what I tried to do.

Your first question about Why did I do this job? It's because I believe this was the most important, or at least one of the most important diplomatic jobs on the planet for the United States. And as I think that we, as the United States, should lead and lead with our values and our interests, I was so honored to be asked to do this job.

It was like an honor of a lifetime--really, sincerely an honor of a lifetime to do it, even though it was so challenging and hard every single minute of every single day.

Frum: Did the embassy ever come under fire, intentional or purportedly accidental?

Brink: I mean, here's the challenge we faced: In the first year that we were there--this is prior to receiving any Patriot systems or other types of advanced American air-defense systems--there literally was not air defense. And so for the first year-plus, I think, that I was there, we were--everyone in the country was, but we were, as the American representation--in a situation where we didn't have the ability to protect people.

So when the air alerts went off, we had to make sure that we had everybody in a place that was the most safe possible, and that was underground. So many times we had situations where missiles--or at that time in the first year, it was missiles mostly--missiles would hit really close to wherever we were, and we had shrapnel hit a building, for example, that we were in.

I went, actually, with the USAID administrator--this was a bit later, actually, in the war, but--to Odessa. We had a meeting in a building one day, and then it was attacked and bombed the next day and destroyed. And then that was 12 hours or less later. And then, of course, I eventually was able to move into my residence, and we found some shrapnel missile fragments in the yard of the residence. And yeah, so the missiles and then the drones come down everywhere. And then, of course, when air defense is going up to counter that, there's a lot of activity. It's very dynamic in the air, and you gotta be somewhere where you can be protected.

Frum: And things fall back to earth. Friendly fire also falls back to Earth.

Brink: Eventually everything falls back to earth. Yeah, gravity works.

Frum: So you mentioned going to Odessa. Now, I think most people watching this will be aware that Ukraine is a large country. They may not understand how large it is in terms of hours and that there is no air travel. Anytime you went anywhere, you had to go by land, and with all the risks.

So tell: How did you move about the country, and what kind of protection did you have as you did?

Brink: Well, of course, going in and out of the country--and I did travel in and out of the country a lot to go back to Washington to make the case on the hill or with the administration--to do everything I could to get around the country,

I was the biggest proponent to push for ability and permission, because some of this was controlled initially by Washington, to move around the country so that we could do really important jobs to implement the president's policy and the administration's policy. That includes outreach to people, including people that are suffering from the war, but to also oversee and check on weapons and other assistance that we are giving to Ukraine. And third, to provide advice and support in various ways that we do diplomatically or militarily. So we did all of that--most of that--by train, and the reason was it was the most efficient. The Ukrainian train system is amazing.

I think they've kept their trains on time throughout the war; the trains were used to evacuate people at the beginning of the war. They're used to transport people. Now they're used to transport many different things, probably. I wouldn't want to go into detail, but they're a very effective part of the war effort.

And so I relied on that same thing on the Odessa trip we had, maybe, early on. I think this was in July. Again, this is a very early part of the war, so it was quite--you know, these early moments are really critical to kind of what we do. And I'm a big believer in using American power wisely and using it to shape the environment and shape events and that diplomats are not people who sit back and watch what's going on, but actually shape toward a goal that matches our interests and our values.

So in July, we were trying hard to help get--or keep the economy alive, because Ukraine's economy is really dependent on exports. And the world is also dependent on grain to feed people, especially in food-scarce countries.

And so Ukrainian grain, we were trying to figure out ways to help get it out. And one of them was through the Black Sea ports. But they had been shut down, effectively, by Russian attacks. And so I worked with the Ukrainians and the UN and the G7 partners, and we came up with an idea to go to Odessa and have a G7--that's the Group of 7; that's the main group that supports Ukraine diplomatically--have a G7 meeting down in Odessa to get this Black Sea Grain Initiative going. It was an agreement that would be with the UN and Russia, so I traveled down there. But it was a very hard decision to make.

But we were on our way down, and the train stopped in the middle of the night.

And I probably had a group of--I don't know how many--maybe 20 people, including the security people who were traveling with me. And the train stopped, and I could hear my security guy get a call in the next train cabin. I hear him just say, Yes, yes. He comes back to me, and he says, There's a missile directed. It's going to land somewhere near us, somewhere nearby.

And we're stopped. And I thought, Okay. And at that point, I hoped and I prayed that my team would be okay, and that that decision had been the right one. And then we waited, and that's all you can do is wait. Fifteen minutes, 20 minutes went by, and the train started again. And then we went down.

Frum: Let me ask you about your assessment of the war, as it stands today. We're speaking in the middle of June. At the beginning of June, Ukraine scored one of its most remarkable successes in this war, disabling some number of Russian strategic bombers. I don't know the exact count. You probably do.

It's maybe as high as 40. But it's a big war with many factors. Life for the people of Ukraine--the 40 million people who remain in the country--is very difficult. They're trying to operate schools and old-age pensions and hospitals. Give us a sense of both the military and the economic state as of mid-June 2025.

Brink: Well, I mean, I think one thing's very clear, is that Putin has figured out that he can show--or pretend, I would say--that he's ready to negotiate while he continues to fight on the ground and to try to gain more territory and change facts and conditions on the ground. I think that's a mistake for us to allow that.

I think the situation for the Ukrainians is: The Ukrainians continue to fight. And I think they will continue to fight until they can't in any way, shape, or form. And so I think that in this situation, we face an ongoing, continuing war, and one that risks a greater war by not putting more force and pressure on Putin to come to the table. The Ukrainians did have a very, I'd say, successful attack on Russian military assets last weekend. And I think that that was something that they had--I was not aware of this plan--but that is something they had, I heard, in the planning for a long time.

But I just want everyone to remember that this is in defense [that] the Ukrainians hit military assets. The Russians also, in the last week or so, have launched hundreds of drones and missiles across the country of Ukraine that have killed many civilians, including children. And this is happening and has been happening throughout the war.

Frum: As I listen to you speak, I hope this comes out the right way, because I don't mean this in any way a disrespectful or querulous point. But I notice you're arguing with a lot of things that you would think no rational person would propose in the first place.

You're arguing that Russia is the aggressor, not Ukraine. You are arguing that the defense of this embattled, invaded democracy is something that Americans should care about. You sound a little bit like someone who's been on the receiving end of arguments with the most anti-democratic, anti-social, anti-American people you can possibly imagine over the past number of months. And that is the judo pose in which you are ready to spring into action.

Am I hearing the reverberation of six months of discussions against people who would say things like, Well, maybe Ukraine's at fault. Maybe this isn't important?

Brink: Well, I mean, of course, you've heard what the administration and what the president's position has been, you know, to be some kind of independent--or, yeah, like, independent mediator.

I strongly disagree that that is a position that is good for U.S. interest. In the small sense, and this is really important for Ukraine, it's really vital that we don't allow Putin as an aggressor to just change borders by force, because this sets a terrible precedent here. It sets a terrible precedent in other places around the world.

But I think what I want to say is that, more strategically, I think Putin's goals are much bigger. I don't think it's just Ukraine. I think people who think that, Oh, Putin will stop at Ukraine, that's not my experience in 28 years working in this part of the world. Putin doesn't stop unless stopped, unless given clear positioning that we and partners will oppose a specific direction. I believe he's going to keep going. I think it's clear to me that he wants to reverse Ukraine's path toward not just the EU, which is where this all started, but also to NATO, to weaken NATO, to divide Europe, and to weaken the United States.

And to me, we need a policy that is strategic in the sense of framing what our actions are to achieve the goal, which I think should be to stop Putin from being successful in this attempt.

Frum: But you've spent a lot of time arguing things that one would've thought were settled, like this war is Russia's fault, not Ukraine's fault.

Brink: Yes. I mean, the challenge in the current moment--well, maybe two things I would say. One, I think what's at risk now is so much bigger than just Ukraine. I think Ukraine is--I care very deeply. I spent three years of my life in a war zone trying to protect my team but also advance our goals of keeping Ukraine free.

But I think even more broadly than that, what's at risk is the peace and prosperity that we have enjoyed for 80 years since World War II--because we have relied on some fundamental principles, including, especially: We, the United States, support democracy and freedom at home and abroad. We, the United States, believe that it's important to work with our friends and allies. We, the United States, think that we need to stop aggressors from achieving their goals and compete with China.

I think people don't maybe think about it in this sense, but I think about how undermining some of these principles is risky. It's risky for us. It's risky for our children and future generations because we're taking away some of the foundation of what has built our own prosperity, what has built our own success as a nation.

Frum: I suppose where I'm going with this is: Every major conflict, there are many, many choices. They're all very difficult. If the questions weren't difficult, they wouldn't be at your level in the first place. And the way we think the United States government operates is: people of good faith and unquestioned patriotism and commitment to shared values, dealing with hard issues of what's the right way to go, dealing with un terrible uncertainty and lack of information and trying to come to some kind of balance.

And certainly, in the first years you were in Ukraine, there were many of those discussions, and my opinion: And a lot of them went the wrong way. The United States was late to give Ukraine the things it needed and the chance to score more-decisive gains in the summer of 2023.

Maybe it wasn't ever there, but if it was there, it wasn't seized. But as I listen to you, I hear the reverberations of something that sounds like some kind of cheesy, paranoid Cold War novel--where back home, in Washington, there are important voices that aren't people of good faith, aren't imbued with shared patriotic values, don't stand up for democracy and actually want to see our friends lose, not our friends win.

Brink: Well, I think the challenge we have now with--well, what happened with me is pretty simple, is that for 28 years, I felt very strongly that I could and I was able to offer my opinion and my advice about what's the best course for foreign policy. In our business, you sometimes prevail in that effort, and sometimes you don't. And sometimes because I did it for so long and worked in an area that was in a similar area, I had the ability to come back to issues sometimes and then prevail in a different administration.

For example, when I worked before in Washington, I was part of the group that helped to give Ukraine--or make a recommendation that the then-President Trump, in the first administration, gave weapons to Ukraine, defensive weapons. Those weapons helped to save Kyiv. But now, coming back in the second administration, here's what happened. Every day I woke up, and I was told I might be fired, so I should be careful what I say and what I do. That's fine in terms of: We all serve at the pleasure of the president. That's the way the system works for ambassadors.

But what has happened under an administration with President Trump with such dramatic changes, for example, destroying and changing institutions, like USAID or Department of Education or other institutions, is that what happens with the bureaucracy is: The bureaucracy becomes not a strong advocate of whatever is the recommended approach. What we do as career people is that we make recommendations and then ultimately, of course, it's the leadership--it's the elected leadership and the president--who decides.

In my experience in this Trump administration, there was no space to make recommendations if they conflicted with whatever was the, I think, perceived view of the president. That's highly problematic. I can tell you many times during the Biden administration, I am sure I annoyed or aggravated people because I was so persistent, but I felt it was my duty and my job in my views, and I never--of course, I would implement, once a decision was made, whatever was required or decided--but I never felt that I was at risk of being fired or that I would, by annoying people, was going to be problematic for me personally.

And I believe sincerely that--even though, again, I'm sure in many times, I thought we should be doing something else; you don't get to win every argument--but what you need is a structured policy approach so that you can make the case, and so you can come to a decision, and so you can know the facts.

I need that as ambassador. The president needs that as president, and that's what doesn't exist. Moreover, this fear makes people not want to give their opinion, and so in that period, I said my view was that this is the most important diplomatic job on the planet. I've gotta do it in a way where I'm not fearful. I have to do it in the best way that I can. And then when I couldn't, that's why I left.

Frum: Can I press you to be more specific? Who had the job of advising you that you might be fired?

Brink: Well, I would say this is more the career folks that are literally, I think, pulling their punches and scared.

Frum: To whom do you report as ambassador to Ukraine? I mean, ultimately, the secretary of state, but who's your immediate report? To whom do you address your cables when you send them home?

Brink: Well, you report to the secretary of state, and you report to your chain of command, which goes through the secretary of state and then to the White House. But your day-to-day interactions are, in many cases, with career officials who are in very senior positions in the department.

Frum: Undersecretaries and so on. And so is that the person who would say, You might be fired if you say this thing in your cable?

Brink: Oh, it was many people. It was people in Washington. It was people on my team. It was many people.

Frum: Did you talk to--I mean, Secretary Rubio, who was once a friend of Ukraine, once an advocate of traditional American leadership, and who seems to be making his own calculations, did he ever communicate to you, You're going too far. You're in danger?

Brink: No, he did not.

Frum: Wasn't that his job?

Brink: Well, I don't know if that was true or not. I think a lot of it, I mean, I heard and respected. I always want to hear divergent views. And I heard that, but it didn't change what I did. I still believed that I had to do it a certain way. And I want to hear when people think--I need my advisers or I need people in Washington to give me a steer on which way to go. And I want to keep--as a person of the career service, you can't step out and have your own policy. You have to keep within the policy lines.

But at the same time, it was very hard to have a policy that had been very clear about who's to blame--who's responsible, what's happening on the ground that children are being killed, that people are losing their lives and their homes, and this is happening today, right now--and not be able to speak about that publicly. But it was my job to continue to try.

So that didn't deter me from trying to do the job, but it made it--it really underscores to me what worries me. Because having institutions that are strong, they need to execute policy as decided by the president. But you need institutions that can offer advice and guidance so that the president can make the best decision. And that is a structure that exists and has existed in every administration. And some are not so great and some are better, but there's always been the structure.

Frum: That's assuming that the president wants to make decisions in the best interest of the country, meaning this country. Sometimes you may have a president who wants to make the decisions in the best interest of some other country, and then you have a real problem.

But let me ask you: If there were someone in your shoes but one stage, one train car, back in her career and was considering the next step on the train car, how would you advise that person one train car back to think about service to this president and this administration? You're a person of normal American patriotism. You're being invited to do something for this administration. We've seen how it has sucked the soul out of some of the people who had those, like the secretary of state, once a normal American. How would you advise them to think about whether it's wise or not to serve, or whether they should wait for another moment?

Brink: Well, what I've always told people, now and before--because I've had to mentor and lead a lot of younger officers, and I've had myself fantastic mentors and leaders above me who have really shaped me and helped me--is that our job is to give the best advice and to fight very hard to relay that advice in the best way possible to our elected leadership as career people, and that if, at the end of the day, you feel you can't execute the policy that has been decided, you have some options.

The first option is: There's lots of places in the world that you can serve, and you can go, probably, find someplace or something that aligns with your own values. You can do that. Second option: You can go into our training cadre, which is really important to train the diplomats of the future. And I think and hope those diplomats will be very active, because I think this is very important. We are the frontline of freedom, as diplomats, in the area of Europe in which I worked.

And then the third is you can decide that your conscience doesn't allow you to execute, and you can resign. And I always said it's important to work and do everything possible to serve our country and do the best that you can. But if you come to that point, you have to make that decision. And I believed, and I've always said, you should work as if it's your last day in government and think about everything you do, especially in places that are such high stakes as Ukraine, as if you're not going to have a job tomorrow.

It's really hard to do that, but that's my advice.

Frum: Let me interrupt you there just to say: What you're describing is a thinking process that one might have had in January of 2025, when it was uncertain what the second Trump administration would look like. In June of 2025, we know exactly what the second Trump administration is going to look like.

So if you are someone who's offered to be ambassador to one of the countries that Trump doesn't like or one of the countries that Trump likes a lot, you know what it's going to be. You don't have to do that three-part assessment you just described. You know the answer already. So knowing the answer of what this administration is like, how do you advise then? Because obviously, the business of government has to be carried on. If someone is offered a job as ambassador to Ukraine, how should they think about that?

Brink: I think that has to be an individual decision. I think being ambassador is one thing. You're the public face of the policy, and so you really have to make that decision individually. I think for the staff and the younger officers, it's extraordinarily important that we have this career service, and it's extraordinarily important that they serve and provide the knowledge and recommendations and active diplomacy that makes us like the tip of the spear of our government overseas. So I just think that has to be a decision of individuals, and they have to make it with their own conscience.

Frum: Well, let me ask you this way: When and if President Trump appoints new people to run Ukraine policy, he's got a special representative who's in charge of negotiating, who seems very in thrall to the Russian point of view, whose son is operating a crypto business that is getting money from God knows who and God knows where. How do we as citizens evaluate the people who are making these policies supposedly in the interest, in name of the United States?

Brink: I think it's a mistake not to rely on people with expertise in the area. I think it's a big mistake, especially in Russia. Putin has a larger strategic plan, which is very dangerous to the United States, and we ignore that plan at our peril.

And although he operates tactically, so he can be defeated. But I think it requires a very thoughtful, strategic, coordinated approach, and that's something that in the second Trump administration, my challenge had been getting advice to the right person, because there are a number of different people who are working on Ukraine and on Russia policy. And in that bifurcated way, it was very difficult to get advice.

And when I asked, How I best relay advice and information? I was told I had to go to a multiple number of people across our government in order to affect the policy because there wasn't, as I said, a policy process, a decision-making process. And my problem was: I was in a war zone.

I was really busy. I did not have time to call individual people to try to make the case for a specific policy recommendation. And I think that's something that can still be put in place. But that was and is a big part of the problem. It's the chaos of the policy process, which: I don't know why that's the operating style, but it is not conducive to our ability to execute and implement a strategic foreign policy that deters Russia, sends the right signal to China, and advances American interest for Americans here at home.

Frum: So you're saying that it's kind of a secret hierarchy, where, theoretically, the secretary of state is in charge, but, actually, the president of the Kennedy Center is a lot more important than the secretary of state to American foreign policy.

And that's not a hypothetical example. That may be a very real one.

Brink: I think the challenge I had was that I didn't know who was--I could, of course, talk to some people within the administration who I thought genuinely understood the challenge of Ukraine and how to approach it. I did not sense that there was an ability to inform the president in a way that would help us advance our policy.

And that's an untenable position for an ambassador, an ambassador in a war zone, an ambassador has a thousand people to protect and make sure are safe, and that is trying to accomplish one of our top foreign-policy goals.

Frum: Let me ask one final question: As you departed from Ukraine, when the Ukrainians in the summer of 2025 look back toward the United States, the country that gave them some if maybe not enough aid at the beginning of the war, what do they see now? And what do they think of Americans?

Brink: Well, maybe I'll tell you a story of my last few days, when I was in Ukraine and met with a very senior official. It was one of my last calls. Basically, he showed me what he said had been presented to the Ukrainians as a possible way forward in terms of a peace negotiation.

That paper, which I won't go into detail of, included what I would say Putin's wish list of everything that he wants. And he looked at me and he said, You are our closest strategic partner. That's all he said. And I had nothing I could say, because I myself, as someone who dedicated a big part of my life to supporting freedom and democracy in Ukraine and in the wider European space for the benefit of Americans, I had nothing to say either.

Frum: They feel that the United States is lost to them.

Brink: I don't think they understand. I don't think I understand, or many of us who are experts and long patriots and public servants understand.

Frum: Is it that we don't understand, or that we do understand and our hearts can't accept the answer?

Brink: I think it's a different administration, and it's a threat to our future, and that's why I've come out. That's why I left. That's why I'm speaking publicly. I think it's bad for America to be where we are. It's not who we are. And I just--we have to be on the right side of history. There are very few pivotal moments in history. And as someone who has now done this for 28 years, I think it's vital that we stand on the right side.

Frum: Ambassador Brink, thank you so much for your time today. Good luck with the book. I look forward so much to reading it as you work on it. And good luck to--I know you have some important personal decisions to make and career decisions to make about what comes next for you. And we're all watching those with keen interest, and we all hope that your service to the United States has not ended and that the United States that you believed in has not ended either.

Brink: I don't think it has. I'm sure it hasn't. Thank you. Thank you, David.

[Music]

Frum: Thank you so much to Ambassador Bridget Brink for talking to me for this edition of The David Frum Show. Thanks to the editors and publishers of The Picton Gazette for their generous hospitality on this Canada Day week, when so much in Picton is closed.

If you are enjoying this podcast, I hope you'll share it with friends, especially this episode, which is so urgent about Ukraine's survival. And I hope you'll like and subscribe, both the video form of the podcast and any audio form that you like and prefer.

I look forward to speaking to you next week for another episode 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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New York Is Hungry for a Big Grocery Experiment

Small towns have tried public grocery stores. How would they fare in a major city?

by Yasmin Tayag




New York City--where takeout is a food group and ovens are for storing clothes--may soon get into the grocery business. If he wins the general election this November, Zohran Mamdani, the new Democratic nominee for mayor, has said he will build a network of municipally owned, affordable grocery stores, one in each of the city's five boroughs. According to Mamdani, the city could help pay for the stores' rent and operating costs by taxing the wealthy, and the stores won't seek to turn a profit, enabling them to sell food at wholesale cost. In the vision Mamdani laid out in a campaign video, the stores' mission would be combatting "price gouging" by offering lower prices than corporate grocery stores.



If Mamdani is able to pull this off--a huge if, given the economic considerations, as critics are quick to point out--it will be the first time in American history that a city of New York's size has commanded its own grocery stores. New Yorkers are in favor of the idea: Two-thirds of them, including 54 percent of Republicans, support public groceries, according to a March poll by the Climate and Community Institute, a progressive think tank. But because nothing exactly like Mamdani's plan has ever been tried before in a large city, no one can be certain whether it will really be able to sell more affordable food, let alone help address food insecurity and health disparities in the city. What Mamdani has proposed is a $60 million experiment, with New Yorkers as test subjects.



A couple of other large American cities are trying out similar plans, but what little real precedent exists for Mamdani's plan comes mostly from rural America. A handful of towns have opened municipally owned groceries, mostly because they had no choice: Small towns once relied on mom-and-pop shops, but these are vanishing as dollar stores proliferate and big-box retailers in larger rural cities monopolize the wholesale supply. Without a supermarket, residents have to either drive out of town for food or rely on convenience stores and dollar stores, which don't stock many healthy options. In 2018, the town of Baldwin, Florida (current population 1,366), lost its only grocery when the local IGA closed. It became a food desert: The next-closest supermarket was 10 miles away--not a simple trip for older adults who don't drive or for people without a car. The mayor proposed a municipally owned store, which opened the next year. In Kansas, the cities of St. Paul (population 603) and Erie (population 1,019) started their own grocery stores in 2008 and 2021, respectively. St. Paul had not had a supermarket since 1985.



The fates of these stores and their hometowns have varied. Baldwin Market became a lifeline for many residents, particularly during the pandemic. But it struggled to break even and closed in 2024. Now the town largely relies on a handful of convenience stores and a Dollar General as it awaits the rumored opening of a new private grocery. Erie Market similarly struggled to balance its books. Operations were a challenge; the store sometimes stocked expired food, and its refrigerated section lost power after a thunderstorm. Last year, the city leased it to a private owner, who has yet to reopen the store.



By contrast, St. Paul Supermarket has operated as a fully municipally owned grocery since 2013 (before that, it was funded by a community-development group) and shows no signs of closing. Its success has been attributed to community buy-in. Locals were motivated by the desire to preserve their city, fearing that the lack of a grocery store would drive away current residents and scare off potential new ones. "It's a retention strategy, but it's also a recruitment strategy," Rial Carver, the program leader at Kansas State University's Rural Grocery Initiative, told me.



The primary goal of a municipally owned store is to get food to people who need it. But the city will have to decide which food to stock and, inevitably, will face questions about how those choices influence the diet or health of potential customers. (Imagine the criticism a Mamdani administration might face for subsidizing Cheetos--or, for that matter, organic, gluten-free cheese puffs.) Theoretically, getting people better access to any sort of food can have health benefits, Craig Willingham, the managing director of CUNY's Urban Food Policy Institute, told me. But so few examples of successful municipal grocery stores exist that there is virtually no research on their health effects.



Research on the health impact of opening a privately owned grocery in a food desert has had mixed results. An ongoing study of a food-desert neighborhood in Pittsburgh has found that after a supermarket opened, residents consumed fewer calories overall--less added sugar, but also fewer whole grains, fruits, and vegetables. A 2018 study set in a Bronx neighborhood with few grocery stores linked the opening of a new supermarket to residents eating more vegetables and fruit and consuming fewer soft drinks, salty snacks, and pastries, but their spending on unhealthy foods increased along with their purchases of healthy ones.



A new grocery alone won't change food habits, according to a 2019 study led by Hunt Allcott, an economist at Stanford. "People shop at the new store, but they buy the same kinds of groceries they had been buying before," Allcott told me. What does help nudge people toward buying healthier foods, he said, is making those foods affordable--while also taxing unhealthy items such as soda.



With so little background information to go on, there's no telling how Mamdani's experiment will play out in a big city--or whether it will even get off the ground. New York differs from the sites of other municipal-grocery experiments not only in its size and density but also in its general abundance of grocery stores. Proximity isn't the major reason people can't get food, healthy or otherwise, Allcott said--cost is. From 2013 to 2023, the amount of money New Yorkers spent on groceries rose nearly 66 percent--far higher than the national average. The city's poverty rate--a metric based on the price of a minimal diet--is nearly twice that of the national average; from 2020 to 2023, one in three New Yorkers used food pantries. In Chelsea, a Manhattan neighborhood that is known for its luxury high-rises and is also home to a large housing project, some residents would rather take the train into New Jersey to buy groceries than shop at the expensive local supermarkets, Willingham said.



Grocery stores are tough business. Profit margins are as slim as 1 to 3 percent, and prices are largely determined by suppliers, who tend to privilege volume. A single grocer (or the small network that Mamdani envisions) won't get as good a deal as a large chain. And running a store is hard, Carver told me: A manager needs to be nimble and adjust to customer demands, skills that municipal bodies are not exactly known for. In New York, at least, there's reason to expect that public groceries wouldn't actually be cheaper.



Mamdani (whose campaign did not respond to a request for comment) has acknowledged that New York's city government might not be cut out for stocking shelves. If the pilot plan doesn't work, he said on the podcast Plain English last week, he won't try to scale it up. Yet he believes that it's worth trying. "This is a proposal of reasonable policy experimentation," he said.



National grocery costs are expected to increase 2.2 percent this year, according to the USDA. Price hikes will hit poor Americans even harder if Congress passes President Donald Trump's megabill, which includes cuts to federal food-assistance programs such as SNAP. Among such threats to food affordability, the mere possibility of change could justify a trial of something new. Other large cities, too, are signing up as guinea pigs: Madison, Wisconsin, is in the process of opening a municipally owned store. Last year, Atlanta addressed food insecurity among public-school students and their families by opening a free grocery store--it functions like a food pantry but is stocked like a supermarket--funded by a public-private partnership. Its impact on health hasn't yet been studied, but demand is high. "We do slots for appointments, and they're immediately gone," Chelsea Montgomery, the adviser to operations of Atlanta Public Schools, told me.



Mamdani's proposal is hardly the first unorthodox policy experiment New York has considered. The city took a chance on congestion pricing to reduce traffic and fund public transit, on universal pre-K to guarantee access to early childhood education, and on supervised injection sites to curb the overdose crisis. All have achieved their objectives. Perhaps, in a decade, millions of New Yorkers will get their organic, gluten-free cheese puffs on the cheap at a city-owned market. Or perhaps the whole project will go the way of the city's failed attempt to end poverty by offering cash in exchange for efforts to build healthy habits. The point of experimentation is to find out.
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That Dropped Call With Customer Service? It Was on Purpose.

Endless wait times and excessive procedural fuss--it's all part of a tactic called "sludge."

by Chris Colin




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


In hindsight I'll say: I always thought going crazy would be more exciting--roaming the street in a bathrobe, shouting at fruit. Instead I spent a weary season of my life saying representative. Speaking words and numbers to robots. Speaking them again more clearly, waiting, getting disconnected, finally reaching a person but the wrong person, repeating my story, would I mind one more brief hold. May my children never see the emails I sent, or the unhinged delirium with which I pressed 1 for agent.

I was tempted to bury the whole cretinous ordeal, except that I'd looked behind the curtain and vowed to document what I'd seen.

It all began last July, here in San Francisco. I'd been driving to my brother's house, going about 40 mph, when my family's newish Ford Escape simply froze: The steering wheel locked, and the power brakes died. I could neither steer the car nor stop it.

I jabbed at the "Power" button while trying to jerk the wheel free--no luck. Glancing ahead, I saw that the road curved to the left a few hundred yards up. I was going to sail off Bayshore Boulevard and over an embankment. I reached for the door handle.

What followed instead was pure anticlimactic luck: Ten feet before the curve in the road, the car drifted to a stop. Vibrating with relief, I clicked on the hazards and my story began.

That afternoon, with the distracted confidence of a man covered by warranty, I had the car towed to our mechanic. (I first tried driving one more time--cautiously--lest the malfunction was a fluke. Within 10 minutes, it happened again.)

"We can see from the computer codes that there was a problem," the guy told me a few days later. "But we can't identify the problem."

Then he asked if I'd like to come pick up the car.

"Won't it just happen again?" I asked.

"Might," he said. "Might not."

I said that sounded like a subpar approach to driving and asked if he might try again to find the problem.

"Look"--annoyed sigh--"we're not going to just go searching all over the vehicle for it."

This was in fact a perfect description of what I thought he should do, but there was no persuading him. I took the car to a different mechanic. A third mechanic took a look. When everyone told me the same thing, it started looking like time to replace the car, per the warranty. I called the Ford Customer Relationship Center.

Pinging my way through the phone tree, I was eventually connected with someone named Pamela--my case agent. She absorbed my tale, gave me her extension, and said she'd call back the next day.

Days passed with no calls, nor would she answer mine. I tried to find someone else at Ford and got transferred back to Pamela's line. By chance--it was all always chance--I finally got connected to someone with substantive information: Unless our vehicle's malfunction could be replicated and thus identified, the warranty wouldn't apply.

"But nobody can replicate the malfunction," I said.

"I understand your frustration."

Over the days ahead, and then weeks, and then more weeks, I got pulled into a corner of modern existence that you are, of course, familiar with. You know it from dealing with your own car company, or insurance company, or health-care network, or internet provider, or utility provider, or streaming service, or passport office, or DMV, or, or, or. My calls began getting lost, or transferred laterally to someone who needed the story of a previous repair all over again. In time, I could predict the emotional contours of every conversation: the burst of scripted empathy, the endless routing, the promise of finally reaching a manager who--CLICK. Once, I was told that Ford had been emailing me updates; it turned out they'd somehow conjured up an email address for me that bore no relationship to my real one. Weirdly, many of the customer-service and dealership workers I spoke with seemed to forget the whole premise and suggested I resume driving the car.

"Would you put your kids in it?" I'd ask. They were aghast. Not if the steering freezes up!

As consuming as this experience was, I rarely talked about it. It was too banal and tedious to inflict on family or friends. I didn't even like thinking about it myself. When the time came to plunge into the next round of calls or emails, I'd slip into a self-protective fugue state and silently power through.

Then, one night at a party, a friend mentioned something about a battle with an airline. Immediately she attempted to change the subject.

"It's boring," she said. "Disregard."

On the contrary, I told her, I needed to hear every detail. Tentatively at first, she told me about a family trip to Sweden that had been scuttled by COVID. What followed was a protracted war involving denied airline refunds, unusable vouchers, expired vouchers, and more. Other guests from the party began drifting over. One recounted a recent Verizon nightmare. Another had endured Kafkaesque tech support from Sonos. The stories kept coming: gym-quitting labyrinths, Airbnb hijinks, illogical conversations with the permitting office, confounding interactions with the IRS. People spoke of not just the money lost but the hours, the sanity, the basic sense that sense can prevail.

Taken separately, these hassles and indignities were funny anecdotes. Together, they suggested something unreckoned with. And everyone agreed: It was all somehow getting worse. In 2023 (the most recent year for which data are available), the National Customer Rage Survey showed that American consumers were, well, full of rage. The percentage seeking revenge--revenge!--for their hassles had tripled in just three years.

I decided to de-fugue and start paying attention. Was the impenetrability of these contact centers actually deliberate? (Buying a new product or service sure is seamless.) Why do we so often feel like everything's broken? And why does it feel more and more like this brokenness is breaking us?


Illustration by Timo Lenzen



Turns out there's a word for it.

In the 2008 best seller Nudge, the legal scholar Cass R. Sunstein and the economist Richard H. Thaler marshaled behavioral-science research to show how small tweaks could help us make better choices. An updated version of the book includes a section on what they called "sludge"--tortuous administrative demands, endless wait times, and excessive procedural fuss that impede us in our lives.

The whole idea of sludge struck a chord. In the past several years, the topic has attracted a growing body of work. Researchers have shown how sludge leads people to forgo essential benefits and quietly accept outcomes they never would have otherwise chosen. Sunstein had encountered plenty of the stuff working with the Department of Homeland Security and, before that, as administrator of the Office of Information and Regulatory Affairs. "People might want to sign their child up for some beneficial program, such as free transportation or free school meals, but the sludge might defeat them," he wrote in the Duke Law Journal.

The defeat part rang darkly to me. When I started talking with people about their sludge stories, I noticed that almost all ended the same way--with a weary, bedraggled Fuck it. Beholding the sheer unaccountability of the system, they'd pay that erroneous medical bill or give up on contesting that ticket. And this isn't happening just here and there. Instead, I came to see this as a permanent condition. We are living in the state of Fuck it.

Some of the sludge we submit to is unavoidable--the simple consequence of living in a big, digitized world. But some of it is by design. ProPublica showed in 2023 how Cigna saved millions of dollars by rejecting claims without having doctors read them, knowing that a limited number of customers would endure the process of appeal. (Cigna told ProPublica that its description was "incorrect.") Later that same year, the Consumer Financial Protection Bureau ordered Toyota's motor-financing arm to pay $60 million for alleged misdeeds that included thwarting refunds and deliberately setting up a dead-end hotline for canceling products and services. (The now-diminished bureau canceled the order in May.) As one Harvard Business Review article put it, "Some companies may actually find it profitable to create hassles for complaining customers."

Sludge can also reduce participation in government programs. According to Stephanie Thum, an adjunct faculty member at the Indiana Institute of Technology who researches and writes about bureaucracy, agencies may use this fact to their advantage. "If you bury a fee waiver or publish a website in legalese rather than plain language, research shows people might stay away," Thum told me. "If you're a leader, you might use that knowledge to get rid of administrative friction--or put it in place."

Read: How government learned to waste your time

Fee waivers, rejected claims--sludge pales compared with other global crises, of course. But that might just be its cruelest trick. There was a time when systemic dysfunction felt bold and italicized, and so did our response: We were mad as hell and we weren't going to take it anymore! Now something more insidious and mundane is at work. The system chips away as much as it crushes, all while reassuring us that that's just how things go.

The result: We're exhausted as hell and we're probably going to keep taking it.

Call Pamela. Call the mechanic. Call the other mechanic. Call that lemon-law lawyer. My exhausted efforts, to the extent I understood them, revolved around getting my car either fixed or replaced and getting the various nodes in the Ford universe to talk with one another. In the middle of work, or dinner, or a kid's soccer game, I'd peel off to answer a random call, because every now and then it was that one precious update from Ford, informing me that there was no news.

The hope, with all of this, was to burrow my way far enough into the circuitry to locate someone with the authority and inclination to help. Sometimes I got drips of information--the existence of a buyback department at Ford, for instance. Mostly I got nowhere.

The longer this dragged on, the more the matrix seemed to glitch. The dealership where I'd bought the car had no record of the salesman who'd sold it to me. Ford's internal database, at one point, claimed that I had already picked up the car I was still trying to get them to fix. A mechanic told me, "It's not that we couldn't fix it. It's that we never found the problem, so we were unable to fix it."

Another mechanic, apparently as delighted by our conversations as I was, grew petulant.

"Driving is a luxury," he told me without explanation.

Initiating these conversations in the first place: also a luxury, I was learning. For this we have the automatic call distributor to thank. The invention of this device in the mid-20th century allowed for the industrialization of customer service. In lieu of direct contact, calls could be funneled automatically to the next available agent, who would handle each one quickly and methodically.

Contact centers became an industry of their own and, with the rise of offshoring in the '90s, lurched into a new level of productivity--at least from a corporate perspective. Sure, wait times lengthened, pleasantries grew stilted, and sometimes the new accents were hard to understand. But inefficiency had been conquered, or outsourced to the customer, anyway.

Researching this shift led me to Amas Tenumah. As a college student in Oklahoma, Tenumah had come up with a million-dollar invention: a tool that would translate those agent voices into text, and then convert that text into a digital voice.

"So you'd end up with this robotic conversation," he told me, "which one could argue may even be worse. I didn't know what the hell I was doing."

The million dollars didn't materialize, but connections did. Needing work, he took a telemarketing job at a company called TCIM Services. Rather than transform contact centers, he strapped on a headset and joined one.

The obsession with efficiency in his new field astonished him. Going to the bathroom required a code. Breaks were regulated to the minute. Outwardly he worked in an office, but by any measure it was a factory floor. Overly long "handle time"? He'd get dinged. Too few calls answered? He'd get dinged. Too many escalations to a supervisor? Ding. Ostensibly the goal of customer service is to serve customers. Often enough, its true purpose is to defeat them.

In the two decades after he took that first job, Tenumah rose from agent to manager, ultimately running enormous contact centers around the world. His work took him from Colombia to the Philippines in an endless search for cheap and malleable labor.

In 2021, he published a slim book titled Waiting for Service: An Insider's Account of Why Customer Service Is Broken + Tips to Avoid Bad Service. Between calls to Ford and various mechanics, I'd begun reading it, and listening to the podcast that Tenumah co-hosts. He has a funny, straight-shooting manner that somehow lets him dish about his industry while continuing to work in it.

When we first spoke, I mentioned that someone at Ford had told me that my case had been closed at my request; I had to go through the whole process of reopening it. Was I imagining things, I asked, or was my lack of progress deliberate?

Tenumah laughed.

"Yes, sludge is often intentional," he said. "Of course. The goal is to put as much friction between you and whatever the expensive thing is. So the frontline person is given as limited information and authority as possible. And it's punitive if they connect you to someone who could actually help."

Helpfulness aside, I mentioned that I frequently felt like I was talking with someone alarmingly indifferent to my plight.

"That's called good training," Tenumah said. "What you're hearing is a human successfully smoothed into a corporate algorithm, conditioned to prioritize policy over people. If you leave humans in their natural state, they start to care about people and listen to nuance, and are less likely to follow the policy."

For some people, that humanity gets trained out of them. For others, the threat of punishment suppresses it. To keep bosses happy, Tenumah explained, agents develop tricks. If your average handle time is creeping up, hanging up on someone can bring it back down. If you've escalated too many times that day, you might "accidentally" transfer a caller back into the queue. Choices higher up the chain also add helpful friction, Tenumah said: Not hiring enough agents leads to longer wait times, which in turn weeds out a percentage of callers. Choosing cheaper telecom carriers leads to poor connection with offshore contact centers; many of the calls disconnect on their own.

"No one says, 'Let's do bad service,'" Tenumah told me. "Instead they talk about things like credit percentages"--the number of refunds, rebates, or payouts extended to customers. "My boss would say, 'We spent a million dollars in credits last month. That needs to come down to 750.' That number becomes an edict, makes its way down to the agents answering the phones. You just start thinking about what levers you have."

"Does anyone tell them to pull those levers?" I asked.

"The brilliance of the system is that they don't have to say it out loud," Tenumah said. "It's built into the incentive structure."

That structure, he said, can be traced to a shift in how companies operate. There was a time when the happiness of existing customers was a sacred metric. CEOs saw the long arc of loyalty as essential to a company's success. That arc has snapped. Everyone still claims to value customer service, but as the average CEO tenure has shortened, executives have become more focused on delivering quick returns to shareholders and investors. This means prioritizing growth over the satisfaction of customers already on board.

Customers are part of the problem too, Tenumah added.

"We've gotten collectively worse at punishing companies we do business with," he said. He pointed to a deeply unpopular airline whose most dissatisfied customers return only slightly less often than their most satisfied customers. "We as customers have gotten lazy. I joke that all the people who hate shopping at Walmart are usually complaining from inside Walmart."

Read: The death of the smart shopper

In other words, he said, companies feel emboldened to treat us however they want.

"It's like an abusive relationship. All it takes is a 20 percent-off coupon and you'll come back."

As in any dysfunctional relationship, a glimmer of promise arrived just when I was giving up hope. As mysteriously as she'd vanished, Pamela came back one day, and non-updates began to trickle in: My case was still under review; my patience was appreciated.

All of this was starting to remind me of something I'd read. The Simple Sabotage Field Manual was created in 1944 by the Office of Strategic Services, a predecessor to the CIA. The document was intended to spark a wave of nonviolent citizen resistance in Nazi-occupied Europe. "Never permit short-cuts to be taken in order to expedite decisions," advised one passage. "Bring up irrelevant issues as frequently as possible."

I'd encountered the manual in the past, and had thought of it as a quirky old curio. Now I saw it anew, as an up-to-the-minute handbook for corporate America. The "purposeful stupidity" once meant to sabotage enemy regimes has been repurposed to frustrate us--weaponized inefficiency in the name of profit. (I later discovered that Slate's Rebecca Onion had had this same revelation a full decade ago. Nevertheless the sabotage persists.)

As I waited for news from Ford, I searched for more contact-center agents willing to talk.

Rebecca Harris has fielded calls--mainly for telephone-, internet-, and TV-service companies--since 2007. She calls the work "traumatic."

"I'd want to do everything I can to help the person on the other end," she told me. "But I had to pretend that I can't, because they don't want me to escalate the call."

Many customers called because they were feeling pinched by their bill. For a lot of them, a rebate was available. But between the callers and that rebate, the company had installed an expanse of sludge.

"They would outright tell you in training you're not allowed to give them a rebate offer unless they ask you about it with specific words," she said. "If they say they're paying too much money, you couldn't mention the rebate. Or if the customer was asking about a higher rebate but you knew there was a lower one, they trained us to redirect them to that one."

Harris told me she'd think about her parents in times like this, and would treat her callers the way she'd want them treated. That didn't go over well with her managers. "They'd call me in constantly to retrain me," she said. "I wasn't meeting the numbers they were asking me to meet, so they weren't meeting their numbers."

Supervisors didn't tell Harris to deceive or thwart customers. But having them get frustrated and give up was the best way to meet those numbers.

Sometimes she'd intentionally drop a call or feign technical trouble: "'I'm sorry, the call ... I can't ... I'm having a hard time hearing y--.' It was sad. Or sometimes we'd drag out the call enough that they'd get agitated, or say things that got them agitated, and they'd hang up."

Even if an agent wanted to treat callers more humanely, much of the friction was structural, a longtime contact-center worker named Amayea Maat told me. For one, the different corners of a business were seldom connected, which forced callers to re-explain their problem over and over: more incentive to give up.

"And often they make the IVR"--interactive voice response, the automated phone systems we curse at--"really difficult to get through, so you get frustrated and go online."

She described working with one government agency that programmed its IVR to simply hang up on people who'd been on hold for a certain amount of time.

There's a moment in Ford's hold music--an endless loop of demented hotel-lobby cheer--when the composition seems to speed up. By my 8,000th listen I was sure of it: The tempo rose infinitesimally in this one brief spot. Like the fly painted on men's-room urinals, this imperfection was clearly engineered to focus my attention--and, in so doing, to distract me from the larger absurdity at hand.

Which is to say, my sanity had begun to fray.

When I set out to document the inner workings of sludge, I had in mind the dull architecture of delays and deferrals. But I had started to notice my own inner workings. The aggravation was adding up, and so was the fatigue. Arguing was exhausting. Being transferred to argue with a different person was exhausting. The illogic was exhausting.

Individually, the calls and emails were blandly substance-free. But together they spoke clearly: You are powerless. I began to wonder: Was the accretion of these exhaustions complicit in the broader hopelessness we seem to be feeling these days? Were these hassles and frictions not just costing us but warping us with a kind of administrative-spiritual defeatism?

Signs of that warping seem to be appearing more and more, as when a Utah man who says he was denied a refund for his apparently defective Subaru crashed the car through the dealership's door. But most of us wearily combat sludge through the proper channels, however hopeless it seems. A Nebraska man spent two years trying to change the apparently computer-generated name given to his daughter, Unakite Thirteen Hotel, after a bureaucratic error involving her birth certificate. She also hadn't received a Social Security number--without which she couldn't receive Medicaid and other services.

In his 2021 follow-up to Nudge, Sludge, Sunstein notes that this constellation of frictions "makes people feel that their time does not matter. In extreme cases, it makes people feel that their lives do not matter." I asked Sunstein about this depletion. "Suppose that people spend hours on the phone, waiting for help from the Social Security Administration, or seeking to get a license or a permit to do something," he replied. "They might start to despair, not only because of all that wasted time but because they are being treated as if they just don't count."

For Pamela Herd, a social-policy professor at the University of Michigan, sludge became personal when she began navigating services for her daughter, who has a disability. "It's one thing when I get frustrated at the DMV," she told me. "It's another thing when you're in a position where your kid's life might be on the line, or your kid's access to health insurance, or your access to food."

In 2018, Herd published Administrative Burden: Policymaking by Other Means, with her husband, Donald Moynihan, a professor of public policy at Michigan. The book examines how bureaucratic quicksand--complex paperwork, confusing procedures--actively stymies policy and access to government services. Rather than mere inefficiencies, the authors argue, a number of these obstacles are deliberate policy tools that discourage participation in programs such as Medicaid, keep people from voting, and limit access to social welfare. Marginalized communities are hit disproportionately.

Throughout my ordeal, it was always clear that I was among the fortunate sludgees. I had the time and flexibility to fight in the first place--to wait on hold, to write follow-up emails. Most people would've just agreed to start driving the damn car again. Fuck it.

One of sludge's most insidious effects is our ever-diminishing trust in institutions, Herd told me. Once that skepticism sets in, it's not hard for someone like Elon Musk to gut the government under the guise of efficiency. She was on speakerphone as she told me this, driving through the Southwest on vacation with Moynihan. As it happened, something had flown up and hit their windshield just before our conversation, and they were surely headed for a protracted discussion between their rental-car company and their insurance company--a little sludge of their own.

Exasperated as we all are, said Tenumah, the customer-service expert, things are going to get much worse when customer service is fully managed by AI. And, as Moynihan observed, DOGE has already taken our frustration with government inefficiency and perverted it into drastic cuts that also will only further complicate our lives.

But in some corners of academia and government, pushback to sludge is mounting. Regulations like the FTC's "Click to Cancel" rule seek to eliminate barriers to canceling subscriptions and memberships. And the International Sludge Academy, a new initiative from both the Paris-based Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development and the government of New South Wales, has promoted the adoption of "sludge audits" around the world. The business research firm Gartner predicts that "the right to talk to a human" will be EU law by 2028.

In the meantime, I've developed my own way of responding.

Years before my Ford ordeal, I'd already begun to understand that sludge was doing something to us. It first registered when I noticed a new vein of excuse in the RSVP sphere: "Sorry, love to, but I need to figure out our passport application tonight." "Sorry, researching new insurance plans."

The domestic tasks weren't new; the novelty was all the ways we were drowning in the basic administration of our own lives. I didn't have a solution. But I had an idea for addressing it. I fired off an email to some friends, and on a Tuesday night, a tradition began.

"Admin Night" isn't a party. It isn't laborious taking-care-of-business. It's both! At the appointed hour, friends come over with beer and a folder of disputed charges, expiring miles, summer-camp paperwork. Five minutes of chitchat, half an hour of quiet admin, rinse, repeat. At the end of each gathering, everyone names a minor bureaucratic victory and the group lets out a supportive cheer.

Admin Night rules. In an era of fraying social ties, it claws back a sliver of hang time. Part of the appeal is simply being able to socialize while plowing through the to-do list--a 21st-century efficiency fetish if ever there was one. But just as satisfying is having this species of modern enervation brought into the light. Learning of sludge's existence, Thum, the bureaucracy researcher, told me, is the first step in fighting it, and in pushing back against the despair it provokes.

Among sludge's mysteries is how it can suddenly clear. With no explanation, Pamela called one day to tell me that Ford had decided to buy back my car. She put me in touch with the Reacquired Vehicles Headquarters. From there I was connected to a "repurchase coordinator," then I was told to wait for another process in "Quality," and after some haggling over the price they agreed to buy the car back. To Ford's credit, they gave me a fair offer. But I would've accepted a turkey sandwich at that point.

What happens to the car next? I asked. I was told that if returned vehicles could be repaired, they could be resold with disclosures. But was Ford obligated to fix the defect before selling it? No one could give me a clear answer. I pondered options for warning potential buyers. Could I post something to Yelp and hope it somehow got noticed? Hide a note inside the car somewhere? Publish the Vehicle Identification Number--1FMCU0KZ0NUA29474--in a national magazine?

Before I could decide on a solution, I got the call. One hundred eight days after this whole thing began, I borrowed a friend's car and drove to the San Jose dealership where my Escape had been waiting all this time. When I arrived, a man named Dennis greeted me and we walked to the lot where the car was sitting. I grabbed everything out of the center console, and then we walked back inside.

"What's going to happen to it?" I asked. "Are they going to resell it?"

Dennis didn't know, or didn't seem inclined to discuss. (A Ford communications director named Mike Levine later told The Atlantic that the company does not resell any repurchased vehicles that can't be fully repaired. Given the confusion I witnessed, I still wonder how they confirm that a car is fully repaired.) I signed some papers, and it was over. The car that wasn't safe to drive, the process that seemed designed not to work--the whole experience ended not with a bang but with a cashier's check and a wordless handshake.

When I originally alerted Ford about this article, a spokesperson named Maria told me that my case was not typical and that she was sorry about it. Regarding all the back-and-forth, she said, "that was not seamless." Levine told The Atlantic that Ford does not "encourage or measure 'sludge,'" and that "there was zero intent to add 'sludge'" to my interactions with Ford. He said that the teams I spoke with had needed time to see whether they could replicate the problem with my car, though to my mind that suggests a more concerted effort than what I perceived.

Pamela emailed an apology, too, adding that, given "the experience you had with your vehicle, I do want to extend an offer for a maintenance plan for your vehicle should you decide to purchase a Ford again, as a complimentary gift for your patience with the brand, as I understand this process took a long time."

We did purchase another vehicle, but it wasn't a Ford.

Lately I've taken to noticing small victories in the war against sludge. That Nebraska dad with the daughter named Unakite Thirteen Hotel? I'm happy to report she was at last given a Social Security number in February, and was on her way to finally, officially, becoming Caroline.

Still, I couldn't help thinking of all the time her dad lost in that soul-sucking battle.

"It's been very, very taxing," he said in an interview.

I understood his frustration.



When you buy a book using a link on this page, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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The Birth-Rate Crisis Isn't as Bad as You've Heard--It's Worse

<span>Humanity is set to start shrinking several decades ahead of schedule.</span>

by Marc Novicoff




First, the bad news: Global fertility is falling fast. The aging populations of rich countries are relying on ever fewer workers to support their economy, dooming those younger generations to a future of higher taxes, higher debt, or later retirement--or all three. Birth rates in middle-income countries are also plummeting, putting their economic development at risk. Practically the only countries set to continue growing are desperately poor.

By about 2084, according to the gold-standard United Nations "World Population Prospects," the global population will officially begin its decline. Rich countries will all have become like Japan, stagnant and aging. And the rest of the world will have become old before it ever got the chance to become rich.

Sorry, did I say "bad news"? That was actually the good news, based on estimates that turned out to be far too rosy. Every two years, the UN's demographers revise their population projections, and for the past 10 years, they've always had to revise in the same direction: down. Next year, they'll do so again. In reality, the worldwide population decline is set to begin decades ahead of their expectations. Because global fertility trends are much worse than they, and probably you, think.

Jesus Fernandez-Villaverde, a University of Pennsylvania macroeconomist, studies how poor countries develop. This development usually happens alongside a fertility transition. As people move from rural areas to cities, their economic opportunities expand, and kids become less crucial as a source of agricultural labor. Women gain access to contraception and education. They go from having about six kids, on average, to two. Fernandez-Villaverde calls this "the standard modernization story," and he's been teaching it for decades.

Much of Fernandez-Villaverde's research focuses on Latin America, an economically middling region where one would expect middling fertility rates. In recent years, however, births in some Central and South American countries have plummeted to rates far lower than most rich countries', in defiance of the standard modernization story. Each year, Fernandez-Villaverde updates his data on Latin American birth rates, which he gathers from the countries' official birth statistics, in preparation for a class he teaches about the region's economic history. He first began noticing in 2019 that the UN was too optimistic, but only in the past few years did the discrepancies become downright alarming.

For 2024, the UN had projected 701,000 births in Colombia; it had put the chance of the number of births being lower than 553,000 at only 2.5 percent. In the end, Colombia saw only 445,000 births in 2024. That translates to a fertility rate of 1.06 births per woman, down more than half from 2008. Chile's is even lower: At current rates, 100 reproductive-age Chileans can expect to have 52 children and only 27 grandchildren. (Demographers generally consider a birth rate of about 2.1 to be "replacement level," or the point at which a society doesn't shrink from one generation to the next.)

Olga Khazan: An unexpected argument from the right

The discrepancies were not limited to South America. In 2024, Poland's births were also below the 2.5-percent probability cutoff, as were Estonia's and Cuba's and Azerbaijan's and Sri Lanka's and Egypt's. These supposed outlier results aren't outliers at all--the world is just not having as many babies as the UN had thought it would.

Digging into the UN's model, Fernandez-Villaverde found something even stranger. For nearly every low-fertility country, the UN projects either one of two outcomes: The fertility rate will flatten, or it will rise to a number somewhere between one and two births per woman--still below replacement level, but not quite as catastrophic. The United States is in the first category. Our fertility rate has fallen steadily since the Great Recession, from 2.1 to 1.6. One might therefore expect the decline to continue. But the UN projects that the U.S. birth rate will stay flat, not just this year but also in 2026 and 2030 and 2060 and 2090, never rising above 1.7 or dipping below 1.6.

In the other category are countries such as Thailand, whose fertility rate has been falling for 72 years and has never stopped for longer than a single year. Nonetheless, there the UN projects a demographic miracle: Starting in two years, the country's birth rate will begin to climb, first slowly and then a little more quickly, finishing out the century with a birth rate of 1.45, up from its projected 2024 low of 1.20.

Every part of that appears to be wrong. In reality, Thailand's reported birth rate last year was 0.98, and preliminary 2025 data show the decline continuing. In a country the size of Thailand, the difference between the UN's projection and the real fertility rate throughout the 21st century will amount to millions of people who will never be born.

All in all, as Fernandez-Villaverde recently explained at a research symposium in London, humanity won't start to shrink in 2084. It will start to shrink in 2055, if not sooner.

"There are two types of people," Alice Evans, a British professor who studies falling fertility around the world, posted on X after reading Fernandez-Villaverde's presentation: those "not bothered about demographics" and "those who've read Jesus's slides."

The UN has a simple explanation for its optimistic projections: Fertility has rebounded in the past, so it will rebound again.

In Belarus, for example, the fertility rate in 1988 was at replacement level; it fell to an abysmal 1.22 only nine years later. But then it rebounded, all the way up to 1.73 by 2015. Australia's birth rate fell to 1.7 in 2001, only to bounce back to 2.0 in 2008. France's rate followed a similar trajectory during the same period, as did Italy's and Sweden's. "To the extent you think the 'World Population Prospects' are wrong, that is the extent to which you are saying, 'This time is different,'" Lyman Stone, a Ph.D. student and birth-rate consultant, told me.

The thing is, this time really does look different. Birth rates in Australia and France and Italy and Sweden have now fallen to all-time lows (excluding during World War I, in France's case). Belarus, a onetime redemption story, recorded a fertility rate of just 1.1 last year, lower than the lowest lows the country experienced in the 1990s. Deaths outnumbered births by nearly two to one. If a rebound is coming, there are no signs of it yet. Fernandez-Villaverde estimates that the world is already below replacement fertility: The population is not just projected but guaranteed to shrink if things don't change. That was not the case in the 1990s.

Elizabeth Bruenig: Why the left should embrace pronatalism

The UN's model hasn't adjusted to the new normal. If a country has ever experienced a fertility increase (as Australia and France and Belarus have), then its birth rate is assumed to be stable. If a country has never experienced an increase, then the model assumes that it will at some point, once fertility gets low enough. In other words, the model assumes as its end state a stable and modest number of births. This is perhaps a reflection of humanistic optimism. "There is, at some point, a minimum social capacity to adapt and eventually at least address some of the concerns or challenges that exist in that country," Patrick Gerland, the chief author of "World Population Prospects," told me. "The people living in those countries don't necessarily want their country to totally disappear."

To his point, the model comes with a hard-coded minimum: No country can ever be projected to have a fertility rate less than 0.5 children per woman. Like the rest of the model, this, too, might need to be revised. Macau (which the UN analyzes separately from mainland China) had a fertility rate of 1.2 a decade ago. Last year, it fell to 0.58, and it looks set to fall even further: In the first four months of 2025, births were down another 13 percent.

If you're not sure why this is all so alarming, consider Japan, the canonical example of the threat that low fertility poses to a country's economic prospects. At its peak in 1994, the Japanese economy made up 18 percent of world GDP, but eventually, the country's demographics caught up with it. Now Japan's median age is 50 years old, and the country's GDP makes up just 4 percent of the global economy. Measured per hours worked, Japan's economic growth has always been strong, but at some point, you just don't have enough workers.

The fertility rates that doomed the Japanese economy ranged from 1.3 to 1.5. So imagine what's in store for modern-day Colombia (1.06) and Chile (1.03). How will they grow with so few workers? How will they ever become rich if each worker is expected to provide for so many elderly people? The overly optimistic UN estimates have obscured just how urgent these questions really are. Because if the birth rate continues to drop around the world at its current pace, economic growth and workers' retirement prospects will go the way of those projections: adjusting every few years to a smaller, sadder, poorer future.
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Canada's Terrible New Freedom

This Canada Day, Trump is fueling a very different kind of nationalism.

by Stephen Marche




Canada Day is usually no big deal. The country takes off July 1 for the same reason that Americans take off July 4. There are fireworks, and maybe a parade, but you certainly don't have to show up for either. The established ritual for commemorating Canada's founding is to drive to the quietest place you can near a body of water and drink beer while staring at it.

This year, though, Canada Day is not quiet. It is not peaceful. This year, Canada is trying to make sure there's a Canada Day next year.

By now, the shock of American betrayal has worn off. Donald Trump's threats of annexation by means of economic debilitation are no longer surprising. Unlike many Americans, Canadians have no option but to take these threats seriously. That's why two months ago, in the most extraordinary election of my lifetime, Canadians chose Mark Carney to lead them away from America.

"The system of open global trade anchored by the United States, a system that Canada has relied on since the Second World War--a system that, while not perfect, has helped deliver prosperity to our country for decades--is over," Carney said in his victory speech. He has not backed down since his election. "A new imperialism threatens," he said recently. "Middle powers must compete for interests and attention, knowing that if they're not at the table, they're on the menu." Canada is still figuring out how to stay off the menu.

Trump has caused an extraordinary surge in Canadian nationalism. This nationalism is also new in kind. In the 1960s, Canada's nationalists feared America's power--its military strength, yes, but also its cultural cohesion--and wanted to form a corresponding Canadian identity. They started a movement that posed foundational political questions and ultimately resulted in the "patriation" of the country's constitution (transferring legislative authority from Britain's Parliament to Canada's) and the signing of a charter of rights and freedoms in 1982. Today's Canadian nationalism, by contrast, arises from darker and more practical concerns. The United States is declining into authoritarianism and threatening Canada's sovereignty. How can Canada ensure that its political, military, and economic institutions survive?

Philippe Lagasse: Canada's military has a Trump problem

The problem with Canadian nationalism is that Canada is very new. Before 1982, Canada Day was called "Dominion Day" and celebrated the country's status upgrade to a dominion, rather than a possession, of the British empire. Canada was a product of international and colonial systems before it possessed its own independence. Until it confederated in 1867, it was a series of colonies. After confederation, Canada strove to be the most British dominion in the British empire. Both parties, Liberal and Conservative, have sought to integrate Canada with international trade and security systems. Canada has always lived by the global rules-based order, whichever global rules-based order happened to be around.

Because Canada has relied so much on other countries' systems, it didn't fully develop its own. Our military was constructed to complement America's, not to protect Canada. (Peacekeeping is the kind of military engagement we're most comfortable with. In fact, we practically invented it.) Thanks to the oceans on either side of us, the frozen wasteland to the north, and a gentle behemoth to the south, no one thought much about having to defend our borders. Now the north is melting. So is the south.

As the rules-based order ebbs, Canada has discovered the extent of its own vulnerability. Canadians need answers to questions they've never had to ask, and fast. How do you fight a trade war with an economy that's more than 10 times the size of your own? What kind of military would Canada need to survive, or even to resist, an American annexation? Should the country become a nuclear power? Recently, I've been asking some of those questions as part of an audio series called Gloves Off and have been shocked by just how unprepared Canadians are to address them. Our country's security services are small and domestically focused. Our economic infrastructure is largely designed to get natural resources to American manufacturers. This is the result of naivete: Who would want to hurt little old us? Nobody needs to imagine anymore.

Now Canada is increasing its defense spending and re-arming with Europe, not America. Trump didn't give us much choice. In March, he announced the next generation of American fighter jets, which Canada has long purchased, by noting that he would sell an inferior version to other countries: "We like to tone them down about 10 percent, which probably makes sense because someday maybe they're not our allies, right?" The idea that the American military would turn against Canada once seemed absurd. But the absurd has become almost predictable at this point. If the U.S. Marines are coming for American citizens, surely they could come for Canada too.

Fewer Canadians are traveling to the United States than in the past. Official data from April show that the number of Canadians driving across the border had dropped 35 percent from the previous year. Air travel fell 20 percent. Some are boycotting their southern neighbor, but for others, avoiding it is just a matter of common sense. Why put yourself in the position of being a foreigner in Trump's America? The Canadian government issued a travel advisory in March, but many Canadians already understood the risk. Similarly, even before our government pulled U.S. products from liquor stores, many Canadians had stopped buying American. Some even turned U.S. brands upside down on supermarket shelves so that others would know not to purchase them.

David Frum: Make smuggling great again

The U.S. ambassador to Canada, Pete Hoekstra, has called the product bans "outrageous" and an "insult" to America. "We have not done anything like that," Hoekstra told one interviewer in May, neglecting to mention that the U.S. had just launched a trade war. Canada has made some necessary adjustments in response to Trump's tariffs, by the way: In March, Canadian exports to the United States declined 6.6 percent compared with the month before but rose in the rest of the world to 25 percent, making up nearly the entire difference. By April, though, the figures were more dire. Exports to America fell a staggering 16 percent and increased elsewhere by only 2.9 percent.

If recent months are any indication, the debate that most Canadians will have this July 1--between fireworks, beside the water--won't be about Canada. It will be about the United States: Is Trump the one driving America off the cliff, or is it the American people? The more hopeful among us will argue that it's Trump, and that at some point in the future, the alliance between our two countries might return to some semblance of normalcy. But for now, Canada has to figure out what to do with its terrible new freedom. We must make ourselves into something, or disappear.
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A Wartime Diary From Tehran

Dispatches from the Iranian capital under bombardment

by Alireza Iranmehr




On June 13, 2025, Israel launched air strikes on nuclear and military sites in Iran. Over the 12 days that followed, the Israeli campaign expanded to include energy and other infrastructure; Iran retaliated with drone and missile strikes inside Israel; and the United States entered the conflict with strikes on Iranian nuclear facilities on June 22. Alireza Iranmehr is a novelist and an essayist who lives in the north of Iran but returned to Tehran to witness and document the bombardment. He sent the following series of short dispatches to his translator throughout the conflict.

June 16, 8:30 p.m.

The enormous roundabout at Azadi Square was full of cars, yet still felt somehow deserted. Then it dawned on me: Humans--they were mostly missing. Where normally tens of thousands of pedestrians thronged, now there were only a scattered few. Even many of the cars sat empty.

Azadi Square is commonly the first place one sees upon arriving in Tehran and the last upon departure; several major expressways pass through it, and it is not far from Mehrabad Airport, which serves domestic flights. The airport reportedly had been bombarded a couple of days before, but I could not discern any sign of destruction from where I stood--just the smell of burned plastic cutting through the usual city smog.

Earlier that day, in Bandar Anzali, on the Caspian shore, I had been lucky to find a cab driver willing to bring me all the way to Tehran. The driver told me that he'd made the opposite trip with three young women in the middle of the night--and charged them 25 times the going rate. "You can see what's going on," he said. "There's no gas. All the cars are stuck on the road. This is a five-hour trip, and it took us 15 hours."

He wasn't lying: The stream of cars trying to get out of Tehran appeared endless. Some vehicles were stranded on the sides of the road, having run out of fuel. Men banded together to move huge concrete barriers out of the way, so that they could turn their vehicles around to head back into the city. My driver pointed to the rear of his car and said, "I had an extra four 20-gallon cans of gasoline just in case. I didn't want to get stranded."

I asked why he didn't just stay in Bandar Anzali after dropping off the women.

"And stay where? My wife and kids are back in Tehran," he said. "And you? Why are you going to Tehran?"

I wanted to tell him that I was going back to Tehran to witness the most important event in Iran's recent history, so that I could write about it. But that suddenly seemed ridiculous and unbelievable. I said instead, "I'm going to see some of my friends."

He nodded. "Be careful," he said, with a note of suspicion. "There are a lot of spies around these days in Tehran."

Was he suggesting that I might be one of those spies? It rubbed me the wrong way, but I didn't say anything.

Now, nearly alone in the middle of Azadi Square, I was seized with doubt, and then fear. The streets and sidewalks seemed wider than before, and newly ominous. I started to walk toward Azadi Boulevard when an ear-splitting sound threw me suddenly off balance.

I looked up at the sky: Anti-aircraft fire and tracers appeared, clusters of little dots that ascended and then turned into flashes of white. There was nothing else in that sky. No airplanes. Down the road, I saw another man standing, looking up with intense curiosity, as though mesmerized.


A man watches the horizon from his roof in Tehran, June 16. (Atta Kenare / AFP / Getty)



Read: The invisible city of Tehran

No sirens sounded. No crowds ran looking for shelter. There was only the vacant expanse above, and an eerie noise like the buzzing of flies after the anti-aircraft guns went quiet. I'd heard somewhere that this was the sound of Israeli drones searching for their targets. Somewhere far away, an explosion boomed, and then came the anti-aircraft fire again, even farther away.

Strange to say, but my fear lifted. I felt calm as I headed for the home of a friend on Jeyhoon Street--one who had decided to remain in Tehran and said I could spend the night. So I strolled, knowing the sky would light up again before long.

June 19

At 2 a.m., after a long break, explosions came, one after another. I had left Jeyhoon Street and was now staying with Mostafa and Sahar, two of my best friends, in an apartment on the top floor of a building at the Ghasr Crossroad. This area of the city was packed with military and security sites that made likely targets for bombardment.

Mostafa worked for the Tehran municipality. Sahar, after years of trying, was finally pregnant. When I'd called to ask if I could stay the night, they were delighted--at last, company in their anxiety. They'd remained in Tehran because Sahar had been prescribed strict bed rest.

"If we stay, we may or may not get killed," Mostafa told me. "But if we leave, our child will definitely not make it. So we've stayed."

By 2:30 a.m., the sound of anti-aircraft fire was relentless. I saw a shadow moving in the hallway: Mostafa. He asked if I was awake, then made for my window, opening it. Now the sounds were exponentially louder, and a pungent odor of something burning entered the room. He'd come in here to smoke a cigarette, and in the effort to keep the smoke away from Sahar and their bedroom, he had allowed the entire apartment to be permeated by the scorching smell of war.

"Sahar isn't afraid?" I asked him.

"Sahar is afraid of everything since the pregnancy," he replied.

A flash brightened the sky, and a few moments later, the sound of a distant blast swept over us. Mostafa left his half-smoked cigarette on the edge of the sill and hurried to check on Sahar. I saw a bright orange flame to the east of us outside. Apropos of nothing, or everything, I thought of "The Wall," Jean-Paul Sartre's short story set during the Spanish Civil War: Several prisoners huddle in a basement, waiting to be shot and wondering about the pain to come--whether it would be better to take a bullet to the face or to the gut. I imagined myself in the midst of that explosion, wondered whether shattered glass or falling steel beams and concrete would be what killed me.


Iran's air defense systems counter Israeli airstrikes in Tehran, June 21. (Hayi / Middle East Images / AFP / Getty)



Mostafa reappeared. I asked how Sahar was doing.

"She's still reading," he said. "I think it was the Tehranpars district they just hit."

"No, it looked to me like it was Resalat," I said. Then, after a pause: "You remember how during the war with Iraq, if anyone ever smoked in front of a window they'd say the guy is suicidal? For years, my father had blankets nailed over all our windows, to make sure our lights weren't visible from outside."

"They say the same thing now," Mostafa said. "'Don't stand in front of windows.' But I think it makes no difference. The more advanced technology gets, the less room you have to hide. Window or no window means nothing."

June 20

I'd imagined that getting inside Shariati Hospital without a press ID would be impossible. But as with just about everything else in Iran, access was a matter of having a contact.

The hallways were packed with injured people, staff running every which way--more than one TV crew looked utterly lost on first entering the building. At one point, someone announced that the hospital was full and would have to redirect the newly injured elsewhere.

I stuck my head into rooms, as though looking for someone I'd lost. That was plausible enough under the circumstances that no one paid me any mind. After a while, I began to feel as though I really had lost somebody. The hospital had become a field of haphazard body parts, the smell of Betadine infusing everything.

A man sat quite still in the hallway, most of his face seemingly gone and wrapped in gauze. Another man had lost a hand. He stared quietly at the ceiling with a strangely beatific look, as though his face was made of clay that was now drying with the impression of an old smile that wouldn't go away.

In one room, a TV crew interviewed a woman. She described the moment her home exploded. First, she'd heard multiple blasts in the distance. She told her husband and child to get away from the window. Then a flash, and the entire building trembled. Their apartment had been on the third floor, but when she opened her eyes, she was in the first-floor parking lot. Rescue workers still hadn't found a trace of her husband or child. She began to cry, and I retreated back into the hallway, where an old man sat on his knees, praying. He was wearing a thick, black winter skullcap despite the heat. He looked up at me and said, "Half the house is gone. The other half remains. My son and daughter-in-law were in the other half."

"Are they all right?" I asked him.

The old man didn't answer and went back to his praying. After a while, he started to weep. A half minute later came the sounds of air defenses. A woman screamed, pointing at the window, while several others tried to calm her down.

Outside, an ambulance wailed into the lot. Two days earlier, ambulances had been directed to turn off their sirens so as not to add to the general anxiety. But today, the alarms were back. I was in no special hurry to get to my next destination, but somehow I found myself speed-walking, even running, toward the address.

Arash Azizi: Iran's stunning incompetence

The woman people had been calling the "cat lady" stood at her door, looking past me as though into a burning forest. I followed her to the kitchen, where she handed me a glass of lemonade. There had to be several dozen cats in that house--maybe 60 or more. The woman tiptoed among them like someone walking in a shallow pool of water. "Only 12 are mine," she said. "The rest--their owners have been dropping off here the past few days."

"How come they don't fight with each other?" I asked. I've had my share of cats and know that they don't readily share space with their own kind.

She said, "In normal times, yes. They'd fight. But it's as if they know what's going on. When they first get here, they take one look around and then find a corner and sit quietly and wait." During explosions, the cats would huddle together or hide under the furniture.

I asked her whether she was also afraid. She smiled. "When you have to take care of this many cats, you don't have time to be afraid."

A tabby with big, orange eyes rubbed against her ankles. She bent down to pick up the animal and caress it. Some people had abandoned their house pets on the streets when they left the city, she told me. They had little chance of surviving. She'd become the cat lady by posting an ad: For absolutely free, she was willing to take care of anyone's cat.

"My biggest problem right now is finding enough litter and dry food for them," she told me. "All the pet shops are closed. I try to give them wet food that I cook myself. But a lot of them are not used to it and get diarrhea."

She told me that one pet-shop owner she knew had promised to come back to Tehran that night with supplies. I contemplated that as I finished a second lemonade: A pet-shop owner returning to Tehran under bombardment to make sure these cats have litter and food.

Back outside, the sky was quiet. Moving through the back alleys of the Yusefabad neighborhood, I found myself hurrying again, although I had no idea why.


Tehran's Grand Bazaar, empty, on June 16 (Atta Kenare / AFP / Getty)



June 24

A seemingly continuous flood of cars was returning to the city. Here and there, an anti-aircraft gun would go off for a second, but no one looked up at the sky anymore. Taxicabs were still rare and very expensive, but the metro and buses had been made free for everyone, at all hours.

I decided to visit my publisher, Cheshmeh bookstore, on Karim Khan Avenue. My latest book came out just a month ago, but the war froze everything, book launches especially.

Cheshmeh had hung a white banner outside. It read: Our shelter is the bookstore. The words gave me a warm feeling after days of fear. Inside, the store smelled of paper. Several of my old writer friends were there, amid a crowd talking about politics.

A young man with tired eyes was showing his cellphone screen to two others and saying, "Look at what they're writing about me. 'He's in the regime's pay.' Look at all these horrible emojis and comments. And why? Just because I posted something saying, 'I pity our country and I'm against any foreigners attacking it.'"

"They write this sort of garbage about all of us," a middle-aged man offered. "Don't take it seriously. For all we know, they're just pressure groups and bots."

The young man didn't want to hear it. "If I was in the pay of the government, don't you think I should own a home by now at least? I've lost count of how many pages of my books they've censored over the years. Folk like us, we take beatings from both sides."

A gray-haired woman with a blue shawl over her shoulders said to him, "Do and say what you think is right, my son. Some people want to mix everything together." She had a kindly voice that seemed to calm the young man down a little bit.

From behind me, someone said, "I fear this cease-fire is a hoax."

Another voice replied, "No, it's really over. America entered to make sure they wrap it up."

I bought a newly translated book by a Korean author, chatted a little more with friends, and left, taking one last look at that miraculous white banner: Our shelter is our bookstore.

I had hardly slept since the U.S. attack on Iran's nuclear sites two days earlier. At my friend Nasser's house, during the long night of explosions, I'd fixed my gaze on a small chandelier that never stopped quivering. The last night of the war was the absolute worst. A few hours after the world had announced an imminent cease-fire, Nasser's windows were open. The familiar flash, the ensuing rattle and jolt. Nasser ran out of the kitchen with wet hands, shouting, "Didn't the fools announce a cease-fire?"

The explosions came in seemingly endless waves. I was in the bathroom when one shook the building to what felt like the point of collapse. The lights went out, and there was a sound of shattering glass. I spotted Nasser in the living room. He was trying to stand up but couldn't. That chandelier had finally broken into a hundred little pieces. Nasser said nothing, which was strange. I turned on my phone's flashlight and shone it at him. He didn't look right and kept his hand over the side of his abdomen. I turned the light to that area and saw blood.

"What happened?"

"I have little pieces of glass inside me."

"We have to go to the hospital."

"We can't go now. Let's go sit under the stairway. It's safer there."

Arash Azizi: A cease-fire without a conclusion

The building was empty. Everyone else seemed to have left the city. Nasser couldn't: He was an electrical engineer for the national railway and had to remain at his post.

Under the stairs did not feel safer. The building was old and flimsy. I had the feeling that one more blast would send the whole thing crashing down on us. I examined Nasser's wound under the flashlight. It was about eight inches long, but not very deep and not bleeding too much. I closed my eyes and tried to imagine that we were somewhere else when, from outside, I started to hear laughter and voices. I looked at Nasser to see whether I was imagining things. His face was chalk white, but he, too, had heard them.

I opened the door to the outside. Four teenagers were standing right there, in the middle of the street, watching the fireworks in the skies over Tehran with excitement. One of the boys was holding a huge sandwich, and the girls were decked out in the regalia of young goth and metal fans the world over. If it hadn't been for the sound of explosions, I would have imagined I'd been thrown into another time and dimension altogether.

The kids looked thrilled to have run into us. One of the boys asked, "What's happening, hajji?"

"My friend's been injured."

"Dangerous?"

"I'm not sure. I'm thinking I should take him to a hospital."

"You need help?"

I backed Nasser's car out of the garage. It was caked with dust and bits of chipped wall. The kids helped us, and two of them even volunteered to ride along to the hospital. The sounds of explosions retreated as we drove, but the silence that followed was deep and somehow foreboding.

Nasser got stitched up fairly quickly. Dawn light was filtering into the emergency-room waiting area as we prepared to leave, people murmuring to one another that the cease-fire had begun. I looked around for the kids who'd come with us to the hospital. They were gone. I thought about how, years from now, they'd think back on that night, and I wondered how their memories would compare with Nasser's and mine.

That was the last night. Now, leaving the bookstore, I went to the bus terminal at Azadi Square. Tehran was back in full swing; coming and going were easy too. I bought a ticket to Bandar Anzali and, as I boarded, took one last look at the Azadi Square monument--an elegant testimonial to the long suffering of modern Iran. The very next day, June 25, the Tehran Symphonic Orchestra was set to hold a free concert in the square. It was already hard to believe that this city had just experienced a war.


The monument at Azadi Square in Tehran, illuminated, on June 25. (Xinhua / Getty)





*Photo-illustration by Jonelle Afurong / The Atlantic. Source: PATSTOCK / Getty; duncan1890 / Getty; fotograzia / Getty; natrot / Getty; Morteza Nikoubazl / NurPhoto / Getty; Getty.
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Your Summer Project: Watching These Movies

Twelve franchises, genres, and filmographies to dig into

by David Sims




The question that beguiles almost every film fan, from the obsessive cineast to the casual enthusiast, is the simplest one: What should I watch next? Endless carousels on streaming services that feature very little of note don't provide much help. As a way to avoid decision paralysis, I always have at least one movie-viewing project going, a way to check boxes and spur myself toward new things to explore--be it running through an influential director's filmography, checking out the cinema of a particular country or era, or going one by one through a long-running series.

Plenty of obvious candidates exist for these kinds of efforts, such as the diverse works of Stanley Kubrick or the films considered part of the French New Wave. But I've identified 12 collections that feel a little more idiosyncratic--more varied, and somewhat harder to find. They're ordered by how daunting they may seem based on the number of entries involved. The list starts with a simple trilogy of masterpieces and ends with a century-spanning challenge that only the nerdiest viewers are likely to undertake.




Pather Panchali, 1955. (TCD/Prod.DB / Alamy)



The Apu Trilogy (1955-59)

The defining work of the director Satyajit Ray's long career, The Apu Trilogy, played a significant role in bringing international attention to Indian cinema. But the films, released in the late '50s, also marked a seminal moment in multipart cinematic storytelling. Ray fashioned a bildungsroman that charts the childhood, adolescence, and adulthood of Apu, a boy who moves from rural Bengal to Calcutta, as his country dramatically changes in the early 20th century. The director's style is careful, poetic, and light on melodrama, but he involves the viewer so intimately in Apu's world that every major development hits with devastating force. The Apu Trilogy sits on every canonical-movie syllabus and has had obvious influence on filmmakers around the world, but this is not some homework assignment to get through; each of these films is sweet, relatable, and engrossing. As a bonus, check out The Music Room, which helped further bolster Ray's reputation around the same time.

Where to start: The three films in the trilogy, Pather Panchali, Aparajito, and The World of Apu, are available to stream on the Criterion Channel, Kanopy, and Max.




Through Olive Trees, 1994. (United Archives GmbH / Alamy)



The Koker trilogy (1987-94)

The Iranian filmmaker Abbas Kiarostami was always somewhat dismissive of the notion that these three movies were linked beyond their setting: the village of Koker, in northern Iran. But in addition to establishing Kiarostami as a globally recognized artist (and possibly his nation's greatest director), the works conjure a beguiling magic when viewed in order of release. The first, Where Is the Friend's House?, follows a grade-schooler who tries to find a schoolmate's home in rural Iran. The second, And Life Goes On, dramatizes the director's efforts to locate the actors involved with the prior movie after a devastating earthquake, and the third, Through the Olive Trees, revolves around the making of a small scene in the second. Together, they illustrate how Kiarostami blended fact and fiction, cinematic tricks and reality, as he examined the complexity of existence. Afterward, watch the wonderful drama Taste of Cherry, which the filmmaker considered to be an unofficial follow-up to the trilogy.

Where to start: All three of the Koker films and Taste of Cherry are available to stream on the Criterion Channel.




The 400 Blows, 1959. (Glasshouse Images / Alamy)



The adventures of Antoine Doinel (1959-79)

Francois Truffaut's Antoine Doinel films have much in common with The Apu Trilogy: They're stunning coming-of-age tales about a boy. But unlike Ray's movies (which were made over the course of four years), Truffaut's series starred the same actor (Jean-Pierre Leaud) over the course of two decades. The five installments chart a young Parisian's life as he grows from a rebellious teenager to a lovesick 20-something, married 30-something, and divorced 40-something. The saga is ambitious but lovely, and a great way to experience Truffaut's own growth as a director. He began as a rebel voice in the French New Wave, and went on to become one of the country's most revered artists.

Where to start: The entire series, beginning with The 400 Blows, is available to stream on the Criterion Channel.




My Night at Maud's, 1969. (Photo 12 / Alamy)



Six Moral Tales (1963-72)

Another titan of the French New Wave, the director Eric Rohmer, has an intimidating (but wonderful) filmography dotted with various thematically linked stories. His most famous project is known as Six Moral Tales: a group of works produced over a nine-year period beginning in the early '60s. The entries each deal with complex, quiet crises of romance and temptation, always told with different characters and with evolving style. While they're often quite meditative and low on action, the tension of each unresolved choice, the flirtatious energy, and the gorgeous vacation settings make them perfect summer viewing.

Where to start: The series begins with the short film The Bakery Girl of Monceau; all six movies, including the outstanding My Night at Maud's and Claire's Knee, are streaming on the Criterion Channel.




Dekalog: Six, 1988. (Photo 12 / Alamy)



Dekalog (1988)

It's clear from watching his work that the Polish filmmaker Krzysztof Kieslowski began his career as a documentarian--many of his dramas starred nonprofessional actors and were typically grounded in social realism. Those aesthetics are all present in his totemic Dekalog, 10 one-hour films that aired on Polish television in 1988. Set in a Warsaw tower block, each installment reckons with one of the Ten Commandments. The series is an austere, challenging, and perhaps overwhelming magnum opus. But while the films are sometimes direct and political, they can also be wryly funny and surreal. Kieslowski went on to create another grand series, the wonderful Three Colors, but there is nothing quite like the experience of taking in every angle of Dekalog.

Where to start: Dekalog is best viewed in commandment order, but you'll likely need to buy the Criterion box set of the collected works in order to see them. Kieslowski extended two episodes to feature length, and they are more readily accessible: A Short Film About Killing and A Short Film About Love, both available to stream on the Criterion Channel.




Beau Travail, 1999. (United Archives GmbH / Alamy)



The films of Claire Denis

Tackling any director's body of work is a fun challenge--this whole list could have been populated with great artists whose films are a delight to delve through, such as Martin Scorsese, Andrei Tarkovsky, and Wong Kar-wai. Denis is one such great pick: She's among France's most exciting contemporary voices, having pushed the boundaries throughout her nearly 40-year career. Her debut feature, Chocolat, is a period piece that ran directly at the history of French colonial life in Cameroon; it startled audiences at the 1988 Cannes Film Festival. Denis has been surprising viewers ever since, making harsh yet involving works of drama, satire, and spiky romance. There's the thoughtful realism of 35 Shots of Rum and Nenette and Boni, bewildering genre movies such as the space-set High Life and the cannibal horror Trouble Every Day, and her transcendent masterpiece Beau Travail, which transposes the action of Herman Melville's Billy Budd to the French Foreign Legion in Djibouti. There is no "easy" film in her oeuvre, but there's nothing boring, either--and Denis, still working in her late 70s, has shown no interest in slowing down.

Where to start: The best examples of the director's work are Beau Travail (streaming on Max and the Criterion Channel) and 35 Shots of Rum (on Kanopy). After that, move through her filmography from beginning to end.




Twin Peaks, 1990. (Cinematic / Twin Peaks Productions / Alamy)



Twin Peaks (1990-2017)

Much of David Lynch and Mark Frost's sprawling achievement exists on television, and Lynch himself (usually seen as the primary auteur) stepped away from the show for some periods. But as admirers continue to sift through Lynch's legacy after his death in January, it's becoming clearer that Twin Peaks is his most exemplary work. The show has a serialized, soapy premise that hooks the viewer from the first minute; it's also resolutely uninterested in answering big mysteries in a straightforward manner. Its tale is one to puzzle over for the rest of your life: beautiful, haunting, often hilarious, unforgettable. Plus, if you marathon the entire series--including the beguiling prequel film Fire Walk With Me--you'll see how Lynch adapted his distinctive aesthetic across three very different visual mediums: network television, arthouse cinema, and prestige cable.

Where to start: Each of the show's three seasons is streaming on Mubi and Paramount+. Watch Fire Walk With Me (available on the Criterion Channel and Max) right before embarking on Season 3, known as Twin Peaks: The Return.




Smithereens, 1982. (TCD / Prod.DB / Alamy)



"No Wave" cinema

The best known cinematic "new waves" originate from countries such as France, Romania, and Taiwan--places where artistic explosions happened all at once, in many cases spurred by societal upheaval. But one of the most interesting (and still underexplored) is what's known as the American "No Wave" movement, which began in the late 1970s. These films are loosely defined by ultra-indie storytelling and inspired by punk rock, glam fashion, and arthouse cinema. Enduring and vital directors such as Jim Jarmusch, Susan Seidelman, and Lizzie Borden came out of this school, along with less heralded figures such as Jamie Nares and the team of Scott B and Beth B.

Where to start: Begin with Smithereens, a 1982 indie from Seidelman that follows a narcissistic young woman tearing through New York and Los Angeles in search of their disappearing punk scenes; it's streaming on the Criterion Channel and Max. From there, investigate the rest of Seidelman's filmography, then check out Abel Ferrara's early, grimy works (such as The Driller Killer) and Jarmusch's beginnings (starting with Permanent Vacation).




Godzilla, King of the Monsters, 1954. (Collection Christophel / Alamy)



Showa-era Godzilla (1954-75)

Searching for a sprawling genre franchise that doesn't involve caped American superheroes or a British secret agent? Look no further than Godzilla, starting with the original stretch of 15 films released during the Showa era. The experience of plowing through these early films in the character's history is strange and delightful; it's also, thanks to the Criterion Collection's recent efforts, a beautiful one. The Godzilla movies changed over time from raw and frightening reckonings with post-nuclear Japan (in the form of a giant monster) to more fun and cartoonish outings, an evolution this specific period exhibits. Yet even at the franchise's silliest, it maintains a consistent focus on visual flourish and dizzying new monster designs.

Where to start: Begin with 1954's Godzilla. The other biggest highlights of the classic period are Mothra vs. Godzilla; Ghidorah, the Three-Headed Monster; and the final installment, Terror of Mechagodzilla. All of them are streaming on the Criterion Channel and Max.




The End of Evangelion, 1997. (TCD / Prod.DB / Alamy)



Neon Genesis Evangelion (1995-2021)

Digging into the world of anime is just about the most daunting viewing project imaginable: Alongside hundreds of films, there are seemingly countless series. These shows are also usually made up of hundreds or even thousands of episodes, and it can be very difficult to know which ones to check out. Neon Genesis Evangelion is regarded as among the medium's most defining franchises, but it isn't exactly breezy viewing: The story is dark, cataclysmic, and intent on deconstructing the cliches of the "mecha" subgenre, in which teenage heroes pilot giant robotic suits to do battle with some epic threat. But there is nothing quite like this surreal, heady piece of science fiction, which is why it's endured so powerfully since premiering in 1995. Evangelion is also relatively digestible, with just 26 episodes in its original run--though there are also several movies that reimagine the show's controversial finale.

Where to start: With the TV show, which is streaming on Netflix. The first full feature in the series, The End of Evangelion, is essential viewing (and also on Netflix). Approach the four later movies with more caution: Known as the Rebuild of Evangelion, they're a mix of recaps and bizarre narrative twists. (They're streaming on Prime Video.)




The Bridges of Madison County, 1995. (Warner Bros / RGR Collection / Alamy)



The films of Clint Eastwood

Working your way through the 40 films directed by Eastwood is a time-consuming but rewarding enterprise. Not only is he one of America's most iconic actors; he's also a two-time Academy Award winner for directing. Nonetheless, he remains somewhat unheralded for his cinematic eye. His movies span genres and tap many of the great performers of their era, while also offering a healthy mix of vehicles for himself--both those in which he'll often play flawed but charismatic antiheroes, and truly complex departures.

Where to start: Make sure to watch Bird, Unforgiven, The Bridges of Madison County, and Letters From Iwo Jima if you want to view only a handful. (Iwo Jima is streaming on Prime Video; the other three are available to rent or purchase.) But even his most minor works have something special to offer; progressing through the entire oeuvre from his debut (1971's Play Misty for Me) onward is a real delight.




Moonlight, 2016. (Moviestore Collection Ltd / Alamy)



Every Best Picture winner

The 98 winners of the Academy Award for Best Picture are not the 98 best films ever made. A few are downright bad; others are watchable, if forgotten, bits of above-average entertainment. The list includes some undersung gems and, of course, some obvious classics. But watching every Best Picture winner is an incredible way to survey Hollywood's history: its booming golden age, which produced classics such as It Happened One Night and Casablanca; revolutionary moments in film storytelling ranging from kitchen-sink drama (Marty) to something far more lurid (Midnight Cowboy); a run of masterpieces in the '70s, followed by the gaudy '80s and the disjointed '90s. Though the Academy is often late to cinematic trends, the voting body's choices offer a way to understand how those styles will eventually reverberate through mainstream culture. Plus, you'll catch a bunch of interesting movies in the process.

Where to start: They're all listed here. Starting at the beginning, with 1927's Wings, might be a tall order; that film and some of the other early winners are truly forgettable. It might be wiser to move backwards in time, filling in gaps in your personal-viewing history and catching up on classics you may not have seen.
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A Classic Childhood Pastime Is Fading

Kids on bikes once filled the streets. Not anymore.

by Erin Sagen




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


Walk down a quiet American street a few decades ago, and chances were good that you'd come across a vision of the Spielbergian sort: a gaggle of school-age children charging down the block on bikes, armed with a steely sense of purpose, and without any protective headwear.

You're less likely to catch that kind of scene today. Over the course of the 1990s, an average of 20.5 million children ages 7 to 17 hopped on a bike six or more times a year, according to data from the National Sporting Goods Association, a sports-equipment trade group. Only a few decades later, that number has fallen by nearly half, to about 10.9 million in 2023. Of those kids, according to the association, just less than 5 percent rode their bikes "frequently."

With this decline, kids are losing more than a potential mode of transport. Biking supports children's independence and overall health in a way that many activities cannot. It's a great way to get moving and build strength, and can improve coordination and balance. Like many types of fitness, it can help reduce children's future chances of cardiovascular disease and diabetes. But compared with some of the other ways that children get exercise, such as team sports, it's much more affordable (especially if you buy a used bike) and, crucially--once kids are trained--doesn't require as much effort from adults.

The thought of their kids traveling solo might get some parents wringing their hands, and for good reason. Biking can be risky, and finding an appropriate place to practice can be tricky in the city or in the suburbs. But if parents can find safe environments for teaching their children to navigate streets confidently on their own, the amount of freedom those kids will gain is invaluable. On a bike, a child gets to choose where to go and how to get there without having to check in with a parent, which lets them practice making decisions. As they ride more, the activity can even start to rewire their brain, helping them form spatial maps of their neighborhood and develop the kind of competence and knowledge that can seed lasting resilience and self-esteem.

Kids aren't the only ones who benefit when they start getting around on two wheels. When enough children bike--or simply get outside--whole neighborhoods can be transformed. Research has shown that when children play in the open, whether they're riding a bike, kicking a ball, or merely puttering, parents feel more of a connection to their neighbors, and many people begin to feel safer.

Read: What adults lost when kids stopped playing in the street

As fewer kids venture out, however, neighborhoods can lose those social ties. Many people blame smartphones for this trend. But as Esther Walker, the research leader at the nonprofit youth-cycling organization Outride, told me, "I've never read or heard a student say they just would prefer to be on their phone." Kids do want to bike, Nancy Pullen-Seufert, the director of the government-funded program the National Center for Safe Routes to School, told me--but conditions on many streets don't exactly inspire confidence. Walker regularly speaks with middle schoolers in Outride's programs, and she told me that although they crave mobility, many also say that the traffic in their neighborhood makes riding too dangerous or that their parents won't let them go on their own.

In many places, this fear is well founded. American roadways have gotten faster and busier. Since the 1990s, speed limits have ticked upward. Each year (minus a few temporary dips), drivers have progressively clocked more collective miles and driven ever larger cars. According to a 2023 report by the nonprofit Insurance Institute for Highway Safety, "Over the past 30 years, the average U.S. passenger vehicle has gotten about 4 inches wider, 10 inches longer, 8 inches taller and 1,000 pounds heavier." These machines may be protecting drivers and passengers, but they can be much more intimidating to people on bikes. The annual number of children killed on bikes has actually fallen, a 2021 CDC report found, but the report acknowledges that this is likely in part because fewer kids are out riding. The decrease in kids' deaths seems reflective not of streets' safety--an SUV, the most dominant car in the U.S. market, is eight times more likely than a sedan to kill a child--but rather of parents' understanding of the danger that big cars pose.

Families haven't always had to be this vigilant. Children in previous decades may not have had designated bike lanes, complete sidewalks, or other protective features now common on many American roads. But they had more space to wander, fewer and slower cars to contend with, and safety in numbers as throngs of children dependably roamed about the neighborhood. It wasn't until public planning began to prioritize cars that children lost not only areas to play but also the freedom to get to places on their own. Tellingly, the share of K-8 students walking or biking to school fell from 48 percent in 1969 to just 13 percent in 2009, according to a 2011 report prepared by the National Center for Safe Routes to School.

Read: An e-bike transformed my family's life

By adding more bike-friendly infrastructure--lower traffic speeds, separated bike lanes, calmer intersections--local governments could encourage children and other residents to start riding again. In the interim, teaching children how to share the road with drivers is mostly up to caregivers. Finding safe-enough spots for practice might be tough in some cities. But with a little creativity, parents can track down dead ends, streets closed to cars, unused parking lots, or parks with paved pathways to let their kids spread out and find their bearings in relatively calm surroundings.

Putting in that work may demand more of parents in the short term. But as a mom whose 9-year-old recently began riding, I would argue that the investment of time and attention is worth it. In my reporting, I've heard over and over from parents about how desperately they want to raise confident and resilient kids. Many opt for a packed calendar of extracurriculars, most of which require an adult to act as chauffeur and supervisor. Yet kids don't tend to flourish when they're being shuttled around and monitored by adults. What many need is a bit more freedom: time to do as they please, to pedal aimlessly--until, one day, they're ready to take off.
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The Patriotic Punk

Listen to Jeffrey Goldberg's interview with Ken Casey of the Dropkick Murphys.

by Hanna Rosin




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

Read Jeffrey Goldberg's related article about Ken Casey.
 
 There are more and less reckless ways for a musician to meddle in politics. The safer ways are to drop an endorsement in an interview (Taylor Swift for Joe Biden), make a supportive video (Beyonce for Barack Obama), maybe even make a video with the candidate himself (Cardi B. and Bernie Sanders). Recently, Ken Casey, the front man for the Celtic punk band Dropkick Murphys, chose a way that could have started a fist fight. The band has been around for three decades and has its working-class roots in Quincy, Massachusetts. In recent years, Casey has noticed the degree to which his largely white, male, working-class fan base has drifted to the MAGA right. Casey, meanwhile, did not. At concerts, the band often dedicates its song "First Class Loser" to Donald Trump, and it sells T-shirts that say Fighting Nazis since 1996. So when Casey saw a fan at one of his concerts wearing a MAGA shirt, he called him out in front of the crowd and made him a bet.

In this episode of Radio Atlantic, The Atlantic's editor in chief, Jeffrey Goldberg, talks to Casey about that bet, about watching his fans and people he loves fall in love with Trump, and about how Democrats might be able to win them back.

The following is a transcript of the episode:

Hanna Rosin: I'm Hanna Rosin. This is Radio Atlantic, and The Atlantic's editor in chief, Jeffrey Goldberg, is really into Celtic punk music. Who knew? He listens to one band in particular when he's getting ready for work.

Jeffrey Goldberg: I listen to them in the morning when I'm trying to wake up. "The Boys Are Back" and "Smash Shit Up," or whatever are good songs to listen to in the morning when you're trying to get motivated.

Rosin: Those songs are by Dropkick Murphys, who, by the way, have an album out this week. Their front man is Ken Casey. Jeff saw a clip one day of Casey doing something interesting at one of his shows, something Jeff thought was unusual, risky, maybe even brave.

["Smash Shit Up," by Dropkick Murphys] 

Rosin: Wait, you just called up Ken Casey one day? Why were you interested in him?

Goldberg: If you actually want to know the real reason why--do you want to know the real reason why?

Rosin: I do, because I don't pin you as a hardcore fan.

Goldberg: There is no bigger fan of Celtic punk music in this podcast studio than this guy. But the real reason I'm interested in this is: I admire people who try to say something explicit with their music. Obviously, explicit to a degree. If it becomes just a platform, then it's not very interesting music. Not very interesting lyrically.

Rosin: So your interest is in the music being political, not, like, a musician being political. Because it's actually really tricky to make political art. It's a legitimate question that a lot of artists face--like, Do I say anything about the election? 

Goldberg: I mean, yes, in this case, in Dropkick Murphys' case, it's both. Ken Casey will go out onstage and talk overtly politically, about even trade policy, but also the music, especially in this latest album. So yeah, and by the way, it's kind of easy for performers to go out and make anodyne statements about this or that in politics and have their music be about things other than the politics. Obviously, when you make political music, you're going to drive away some people. That's just the nature of it, and it's not in the nature of commercial music to drive away anyone.

["I'm Shipping Up to Boston," by Dropkick Murphys]

Rosin: Okay, that's enough of me. Here's Jeff talking to Casey.

Goldberg: Are you sick of talking about "[I'm] Shipping Up to Boston" and The Departed?

Ken Casey: Not really. People say, "Do you get sick of that song?" and I say, "No, the key to that song is it's two minutes." Actually, when we play it live, it's one minute and 50 seconds.

["I'm Shipping Up to Boston," by Dropkick Murphys]

Casey: So it's over before it starts. You know, I would hate to have like your biggest hit be--

Goldberg: "Stairway to Heaven."

Casey: Yeah, I mean, even our second-most-popular song, "Rose Tattoo," is over five minutes. And I can see, sometimes by the end of that, as much as I love the song, I'm like, Fuck, I wish this was shorter like "Shipping Up to Boston."

But no, I think if there's any way for a punk band to kind of break through another level of success, it's pretty cool when it's an Oscar-winning movie by one of your favorite directors about the city you're from.

Goldberg: Talk about Woody Guthrie and how you built on Woody Guthrie to write that song.

Casey: One of the things that attracted me to punk rock and attracted me to Irish music was that protest element and rebel element to a lot of it. And then that's how I stumbled onto a lot of the American protest singers and Woody being the leader of that pack. And then we get a phone call one day in the early 2000s from Woody's daughter Nora, and she said, "I'd like to offer the band the opportunity to come down and see my father's archives of unpublished lyrics that he never put to music." And I was like, Is this a joke? Is someone punking us here? 

And I got to go down. The archives at the time were still in New York City and, you know, the original papers he wrote the songs on. You could see the stains on the papers. You could literally, Nora says, you can smell, like, Did he write this near the ocean? Did he write this in Oklahoma? or whatever. And so it was just a really unique look into his whole work.

And we don't often write music first. It's usually lyrics first and the melody, and then we shape the song around it. But we had written the music to "[I'm] Shipping Up to Boston," and we were just waiting for me to write some words. And I flipped through, and here's this song, "Shipping Up to Boston," which stood out so much because it was so short and so, kind of, silly. And one of the keys to that song's success is there are huge instrumental sections in the song that really make you wait for the chorus.

I know that if I was writing the lyrics to that, I wouldn't have ever left that space. I would've written a pre-chorus there, and you wouldn't have had that wait for the payoff. But obviously when we chose to put Woody's lyrics in there, there were no other lyrics to add in.

["I'm Shipping Up to Boston," by Dropkick Murphys]

So you had the four-line verse and then you had the "Shipping Up to Boston" chorus, which, I wish he had a note of what he was singing about on that song.

["I'm Shipping Up to Boston," by Dropkick Murphys] 

Goldberg: I was interviewing Bruce Springsteen once on the subject of Stevie Van Zandt, and I was writing about Little Steven and about how he was doing overtly political music. And I'll always remember what Bruce said. He said, "Writing political music is a hard slog through muddy waters." He was praising Steven. And you--you guys are one of the few bands that goes right at it. I mean, you use metaphor and you use allusion, but you're really going at it, especially on this new album; and I'm wondering, is it a hard slog? Are you giving up something commercially by voicing your actual opinions about the world?

Casey: Well, I do think from a timelessness sense, we do try to do it in a not naming names and dates--

Goldberg: No, I know you're not going to come out against tariffs on a Tuesday, or something.

Casey: Right. But everyone knows what we're talking about when we do it and why we do it. And yes, I like to say that the band started in '96; our goal was to be a little bit different, in the sense that we spoke for people that were living life in the middle class or working-class people. And so if you start your band on that, and you've held to those ideals for coming--next year it'll be 30 years--and you've done that the whole 30 years, and then you get to this era and you're going to back down from it? It's almost like the whole thing seems like it was meant to be a test run for the time we're in now. So for us to not go out on a limb about it would sell like our whole career short, you know? And will it eventually hurt us, or whatever? Who's to say? I kind of look at it the way I look at reviews or comments on your social media. It's like, you can't pay attention to it. You just gotta do what feels instinctually right and right in your heart.

And I say this to Trumpers all the time that I know enough to have a conversation with at least or bother to. I say, Listen, you don't like our opinion? You don't like what we have to say? Most of you used to, by the way, before, you know everything changed when that guy came down the escalator. But regardless of what you think of our message, you've got to know that this band wouldn't exist if it wasn't for these core beliefs. And so a lot of music that you do like came out of that fire.

["Who'll Stand With Us?," by Dropkick Murphys]

In the new single, "Who'll Stand With Us?," like, look at the words: We're singing about people being oppressed by those in power with wealth that we could never imagine. Who's got a problem with that?

["Who'll Stand With Us?," by Dropkick Murphys]

Goldberg: You have gotten into direct confrontations with fans at shows over your politics and their politics. In today's age, that's pretty rare. Money comes first; popularity comes first. Any doubt ever about the path you've now set yourself on?

Casey: I get back to the fact that we're singing these songs that I believe in my heart of hearts are what represents regular, ordinary people.

And when I see someone--and by the way, I'm not out there saying, Hey, you in the front row, who'd you vote for? You know what I mean? But like when someone comes to protest back with a MAGA shirt in the front row, it's like--

Goldberg: They know what they're doing.

Casey: They know what they're doing.

Goldberg: And you know that they know what they're doing.

Casey: Sure. Yeah. And then of course those are the ones that have gone viral, but there's other nights when I just talk from the stage. And listen, I understand there's an amount of people that'll say, this is the counterargument: Hey, you know what? I worked all week. I paid my money to come see music. I don't want to hear you shove your politics down my throat. And I can respect that to a degree. For the most part of our career, we've always said, we'll leave our politics to the lyrics. Because we've been pretty overtly political. So if you read the lyrics, you know, and I do think sometimes you get more people to your side that way. Because you, you know, it's like fishing. You're just dangling the carrot. You're not clubbing the fish over the head. However, at this point in time, it's like, the alarm bells are ringing.

["Rose Tattoo," by Dropkick Murphys]

Rosin:  So what's interesting to you about Ken Casey is he is taking a risk, like essentially he's putting himself out there and possibly turning off his own fan base.

Goldberg: Well, he literally does turn off some of his own fan base and doesn't seem to care, which I admire these days. I happen to admire anyone who will risk alienating, let's say, MAGA America for a point. I'm not trying to be overly partisan or political here. I'm just saying that it's very interesting that he and the whole band will put their money where their mouth is. And he also has--and this is what I admire about him--he has a large-heartedness about it.

He's not one of these, They're all deplorable kind of people. I was having a hard time adjusting to the idea that Trump had won yet again, and after all the ink we had spilled about the dangers of Trumpism, right? And then I realized that I just like Americans and I like America, and so I'm just going to figure my way through this and not going to be hard-hearted about it. And what I saw in Ken Casey was a model of how one could be in these circumstances.

I find him to be a thoughtful person and a patriotic person, and a guy who makes really loud, interesting music, even though he is already in his 50s, I guess. So I admire that, being personally in my 50s.

["Rose Tattoo," By Dropkick Murphys]

Rosin: After the break: Casey makes a wager with a fan.

[Break]

Rosin: Okay, we're back. Jeff is asking Casey what it has been like for him to watch friends and loved ones shift from being moderate Democrats to fully embracing Trump.

Casey: Even when my friends, for example, would've been considered center-left Democrats, I think I was probably a little bit more on the more progressive side of them. Partially because of my world travels, you know what I mean? Like, you know, you change when you see the world and see things outside of your own backyard.

But as I noticed that shift happening, it was the classic example of the playbook of division in politics where the right told white, center Democrats, These people don't care about you. They're not there for you. White men are on the way out. You know what I mean?

And then they started to use, of course, the other tropes of race and sexuality and trans. And just, little by little, I feel like a lot of these white, working-class Democrats just crept over, saying, Well, at least these guys want me. And yeah, they want you, but they really just want to use you, you know?

Goldberg: Do you think the Democrats don't want them?

Casey: I don't think it's that. I think that the Republicans have just done a great job at lying to them to make them feel--and listen obviously we can't speak this broadly for this many people. There's some people that just chose racism above all. Holy crap, this guy makes it okay for me to say the horrible things I used to have to whisper to my friends? Yeah, I'm voting against what's best for my family, my pension, everything else, but I want to be able to speak loud about this stuff, you know? But you've got to tip your cap, man. They've pulled it off. They've tricked a lot of people.

Goldberg: Well, look, recognizing that, actually, your job is to be a Celtic punk rocker and not a Democratic political party strategist. I will ask you, nevertheless: There's a crisis for the Democrats in that white men especially, but also Black men and Hispanic men, don't think that the party is pro-male.

I recognize what you're saying about the Republicans and the plays that they're running, but if you were telling the Democrats what to do, what plays would you run to counteract that?

Casey: Well, by the way, it gets back to that point--and I often say this, when you did mention You're a guy from a band--there's really nothing I'd rather be talking about less than where we're at right now. So when people think I'm onstage yapping away because I want to be talking about it--trust me, I don't.

But, anyway, if I was to say as someone who has a majority white, male fan base, the band, I would say that--I mean, are we talking about what's right or wrong, or are we talking about what you need to win an election? If we're talking about what you need to win an election, I guess you do have to bring the olive branch out to say that, you know, masculine guys in the trades are not vilified. And I don't necessarily think they have been, but I look at a guy like a friend of mine, Sean O'Brien from the Teamsters, and he spoke at the Republican Convention. And he'll say, I'm not a Republican. I'm a Democrat, but I'm a Democrat of what the party used to stand for, and that he's going to go rogue to wherever he has to, that's best for his members and his people.

So when you see people like that saying that the Democratic Party isn't working for them anymore, then there is something to listen to because that guy has a million people that he's representing.

And I think there's room for everybody, you know what I mean? I think that the policies of the Trump administration, and its, frankly, just cruelty should, of anything, unite anybody that's center-left and far progressive because the things we want at this point should just be freedom and kindness and civility, and treating people with dignity. If that shouldn't unite the country that wants to do good things, then--but it's a funny thing about the left. Even with all that going on, there'll still be that division and bickering sometimes.

Goldberg: Tell me the story from your perspective: There's a very famous clip from a show. You have this colloquy, essentially, this discourse with a guy wearing a Trump shirt, a MAGA shirt.

How do you make the decision--you're onstage in front of several thousand people; you're doing your very high-velocity show--how do you decide that you're going to pause and you're going to educate? I mean, I think that's what is in your mind, like, I'm going to teach this guy about domestic clothing production in the middle of a punk show.

Casey: Sure. Well, so sometimes when someone's trying to make a statement of being, just for example, in the front row with a MAGA shirt on, you'd say, They're dying for attention right now. I'm not going to give them the attention they crave, so I might totally ignore them. But the one you are talking about, there was a blow-up of Trump's head.

Goldberg: This is in Florida, right?

Casey: Yeah, Florida. I'm going to say a guy, maybe, I'm just guessing, late-to-mid-60s and a kid in his 30s, and they both had MAGA shirts and gear, so it was clear--

Goldberg: They're trolling you.

Casey: Yeah. So it was clear. But it taught me a big lesson though that night because we had this interaction where I made a bet with him.

Concert clip: Sir, I'd like to propose a friendly wager. You can't lose this wager. Would you, in the name of dialogue and discourse--and I appreciate you being here--would you agree to a friendly wager? He says, "Sure." That's a good sport. Well, first of all, do you support American workers? Of course you do. Of course you do.

Okay, so and you support American businesses, obviously. Okay, so I don't know if you guys are aware, because we don't go around fucking bragging about it, but Dropkick Murphys always sells proudly made-in-America merchandise only.

Casey: I told them Dropkick Murphys merchandise is all made in America because I feel like, Hey, we put our money where our mouth is, you know? And I find that MAGA often doesn't. And so I made a bet: I'll give you a hundred dollars and the shirt if your shirt's made in America, and if it isn't, you just get the shirt.

Concert clip: All right, Matt, can we get a little drumroll please? Sir, could you both turn backwards? Don't worry. No one's gonna. He just needs to check your tags on your shirt and your hat. Just need to see where they're made. (Drumroll.) Nicaragua. It's made in Nicaragua! Ohhh!

Casey: And I kept it respectful, and when he lost the bet, because the shirt was made in Nicaragua, he took it off and we gave them shirts, and they laughed. And I'm like, Oh wow, that doesn't often go like that with MAGA. And I went down after and I said, Hey, thanks for being a good sport. And he said, Hey, I've been coming to see you guys for 20 years. I consider you family. And I don't let politics come between me and my family.

And I was like, Wow, what a lesson that guy just taught me. To not look at any person in a MAGA shirt and automatically think that they're the worst of the worst of the worst. I still think that if you are willing to sport a shirt for a guy who is doing what he's doing now, you certainly don't have my love and devotion, but in my mind, oftentimes if I see someone in a MAGA shirt, I'm all but thinking in my head, He's burning crosses. You know what I mean?

And this guy, he was ready to have some civil discussion and laugh about it a little bit. And I have a few friends like that. I swear, sometimes I think they'll just stay MAGA just because they don't want to admit they were wrong.

Goldberg: It's hard for a guy to just say, "I got played." 

Casey: Right.

Goldberg: Right. And that's something that you've been arguing, is that this is fundamentally a grift. Is that fair?

Casey: Yeah. And I don't look at most people and say, Hey, you know--I don't even know Donald Trump. You know what I mean? I don't want to fall out with someone for life that I, especially that I knew my whole life, over this guy?

Goldberg: Have you lost friends?

Casey: I've definitely lost peripheral friends, and my closer friends that have gone MAGA, we've done our best to avoid the subject, but we don't really hang out. How do you hang out with someone when--but we can stay cordial, you know what I mean? But yeah, it's gotten away with a lot of. Yeah. I mean, I'm lucky in my family at least; I don't have that; everyone's on the same page. I don't have anyone throwing the turkey at me across the table at least, you know?

Goldberg: Right, right. Talk a little bit about the new album and the goal of the album. Obviously there are aesthetic goals. You're trying to make great music, and you do. I'm admitting my bias here, but there's some songs here that are very straight-ahead, that leave no room for doubt.

Casey: I mean, you write about what you're passionate about, and I'm pretty passionate about what's happening to the country that I'm a citizen of.

["Fiending for the Lies," by Dropkick Murphys]

Casey: I just can't see writing about something else. I feel like it'd be one thing if we wrote 13 songs about the situation; people might be like, All right, we get it. But that's why it's authentic for us, because we do live our lives, right? This song's about our children. This song's about a friend from another band, but there's also these songs about the rage we feel inside right now. So if we didn't write about that right now, people would be like, What's wrong with Dropkick Murphys? They're trying to stuff it down and not deal with it. And it's just not who we are.

Goldberg: I guess the final question is, do you think that the fever is just going to break? You see anything that makes you think, Okay, they're going to understand that this is a grift. They're gonna understand that class issues are more important than gender issues and race issues and so on?

Casey: I always say I'm never one to root against America, so I don't want, say, I hope it gets so bad that they see it. But I think that's what it might take.

Goldberg: Ken Casey, Dropkick Murphys, thank you very much for joining us. I appreciate it.

Casey: Great to be here. Thank you.

[Music] 

Rosin: Thank you to Jeff Goldberg for bringing us this conversation. Dropkick Murphy's new album, "For The People" is out tomorrow, July 4.

This episode of Radio Atlantic was produced by Rosie Hughes. It was edited by Claudine Ebeid. We had engineering support from Rob Smierciak and fact-checking by Alex Marono Porto. 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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The Trend Disrupting Conventional Housing Wisdom

A conversation with Roge Karma about whether the Sun Belt is going the way of Los Angeles and San Francisco

by Stephanie Bai


Single-family homes in a residential neighborhood in San Marcos, Texas (Jordan Vonderhaar / Bloomberg / Getty)



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.


Conventional housing wisdom dictates that if you can't afford Los Angeles or New York City, try Austin or Atlanta. For years, astronomical prices, labyrinthine zoning laws, and dwindling square footage have driven renters and homeowners out of big coastal cities in droves. Their search for more affordable zip codes has frequently landed them in the Sun Belt, a region that stretches across America's Southeast and Southwest.

But where some people struck housing gold, others are now seeing diminishing returns. In a recent story titled "The Whole Country Is Starting to Look Like California," my colleague Roge Karma reported that "over the past decade, the median home price has increased by 134 percent in Phoenix, 133 percent in Miami, 129 percent in Atlanta, and 99 percent in Dallas"--and these rates outpace New York, Los Angeles, and San Francisco. Maybe Sun Belt cities aren't as different from their coastal counterparts as we once thought. I spoke with Roge to figure out what that might mean for the rest of the country.



Stephanie Bai: You point to research suggesting that housing development in Sun Belt cities right now is at a similar point to big coastal cities 20 years ago. How does this trend challenge what experts thought they knew about those regions?

Roge Karma: The way that experts think about the U.S. housing market is really a tale of two housing markets. The commonly held opinion, and it's been borne out by the data, is that it is really hard to build housing on the coasts, where anti-growth liberals impose excessive land-use regulations and zoning laws. Then you have the second housing market, which is the Sun Belt. This includes cities such as Miami and Phoenix and Dallas and Austin, which are building a seemingly endless supply of cheap housing under what appear to be looser regulations.

But lately, you're seeing prices spike in the same areas that used to be a refuge from spiking prices. Over the past 25 years, the rate of housing production in some major Sun Belt cities has fallen by half or more. Our housing market used to work in a very specific way: A problem on the coast was being solved by this pressure-release valve in the Sun Belt. But now that pressure-release valve is getting cut off.

Stephanie: How can the Sun Belt avoid looking like the next California?

Roge: One thing that became really clear to me was that these places that seem so different are actually suffering from the same affliction. I was surprised to find that the zoning regulations in some Sun Belt cities weren't actually that much better than those in the coastal cities--that a lot of laws on the books were very similar and very restrictive. The way that Sun Belt cities were able to get around it was just by sprawling, and now that they're starting to hit the limits of their sprawl, those same laws are a lot more binding.

Stephanie: Another big factor you cite for why development has slowed in the Sun Belt is NIMBYism. You described it as "the seemingly universal human tendency to put down roots and then oppose new development." That psychology is fascinating to me--why do you think that impulse is so universal?

Roge: One explanation is pure and simple economics. In America, people's fortunes are largely bound up in their homes. If you allow a lot of development around you, the value of your home could fall.

A second dynamic, and I've been influenced here by a paper by David Broockman and others, is an aesthetic one. Their research found that homeowners in cities are less opposed to new development than renters outside of cities are. Their explanation is that a lot of your position on new development comes down to your aesthetic preferences. I live in a neighborhood in D.C. that has high-rises everywhere. I moved there because I like density, and I like what it brings--diversity, good restaurants--whereas someone who moves to a suburb of Dallas might have moved there because they want more space, because they like white-picket-fence homes. Then all of a sudden, when a high-rise is proposed near them, they're worried about that aesthetic changing. I think it's a combination of materialism and aesthetic preference, and then a darker side: a reflexive opposition to newcomers, especially when those newcomers are different from you.

Stephanie: If that mindset is so entrenched, can policy alone help overcome that impulse?

Roge: Policy isn't going to change people's psychology, but here's what it can do: It can change laws that allow people who have this NIMBYism tendency to have outsize influence. If a state decides that they don't want to have as much development, that's one thing. If one or two homeowners get to decide to block development, that's another thing. We can at least make it so that a small group of people aren't able to block development that would help hundreds, maybe even thousands, of people.

Stephanie: Speaking of big policy shifts, California recently rolled back a monumental environmental law that had been used to delay housing development in the state. How do you take that news? Will California start to look less like the paragon of the housing crisis in America?

Roge: The California Environmental Quality Act is well known by housing activists everywhere. And you're right, it's a law that was originally created to protect the environment but has been weaponized to block not only dense housing but also solar farms and transit and other things that would actually reduce emissions. I'm very happy to see it reformed--that's a step in the right direction.

But California's housing crisis has been metastasizing for decades; I don't know if one change is going to have a big impact right away. I have much more hope for the Sun Belt states. One reason I focus on them in my story is that a lot of those cities aren't that far gone. Raleigh, North Carolina, recently responded to the demand for housing with a slate of new reforms that made it much easier to build apartments and dense housing in more places, especially near transit.

Stephanie: Maybe that's the answer to my earlier question. The Sun Belt states can avoid becoming the next California if they take action on housing and zoning policies now.

Roge: Exactly. They can look at California and see their future.

Related:
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The Making of Kurt Vonnegut's Cat's Cradle

By Noah Hawley

When he arrived in Dresden, Vonnegut and his fellow POWs were put to work in a malted-syrup factory, making food for Germans that the POWs were not themselves allowed to eat. The guards were cruel, the work exhausting. Vonnegut was singled out and badly beaten. One night, as air-raid sirens roared, Vonnegut and the other POWs were herded into the basement of a slaughterhouse, huddling among the sides of beef as the city above them was bombed ...
 Vonnegut described it this way in a letter to his family: "On about February 14th the Americans came over, followed by the R.A.F." The combined forces "destroyed all of Dresden--possibly the world's most beautiful city. But not me."


Read the full article.
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Twenty-Four Hours of Authoritarianism

<span>Donald Trump had a very busy Tuesday.</span>

by Jonathan Chait




Not long ago, I ran into an old friend, a well-regarded Democratic intellectual who recently has moved to my right, but who still holds liberal values and is not a Donald Trump supporter. After we commiserated about the excesses of the far left, I mentioned offhandedly that Trump's maniacal authoritarianism makes the fact that Democrats can't get their act together so much worse.

He reacted, to my surprise, with indignation. Trump wasn't canceling elections, he protested, nor was he calling brownshirts into the streets. So how could I call the president authoritarian?

Many highly educated Americans share my friend's intuition. They believe that if elections are occurring and criticism of the president is not banned outright, then democracy is not under threat. They fail to see the administration's slow-moving efforts to break down the norms and institutional barriers that otherwise inhibit the ruling party from asphyxiating its opposition. Political scientists who study democracy have a term that clarifies the phenomenon: democratic backsliding. Backslide far enough, and you end up in something called "competitive authoritarianism." Elections are still held, but the ruling party has commandeered so many institutions in society and has violated so many laws to enhance its own power that the opposition hardly stands a chance. These are dry phrases, but they capture the way in which democracy and authoritarianism are not binary alternatives, but values that lie on a continuum.

Steven Levitsky: The new authoritarianism

I thought back to my friend's comments yesterday, because in a single day, Trump took or was revealed to have taken six shocking new assaults on liberal democracy. They would have been shocking, anyway, before he spent a decade bludgeoning our civic nerve endings to the point where these things now register as mere routine politics.

Yesterday alone:

1. Trump floated the notion of arresting New York City Democratic mayoral nominee Zohran Mamdani. The president was responding to a question about Mamdani's promise to "stop masked ICE agents from deporting our neighbors." But he proceeded to suggest that he was explicitly targeting Mamdani's political beliefs--"We don't need a communist in this country"--and publicly entertained the groundless accusation that Mamdani, a U.S. citizen, is "here illegally."

2. Trump threatened to prosecute CNN for reporting on the existence of an app that allows users to alert one another to ICE activity and on a Defense Intelligence Agency preliminary analysis suggesting that American air strikes had set back Iran's nuclear program by only a few months. "We're working with the Department of Justice to see if we can prosecute them for that," Homeland Security Secretary Kristi Noem announced, referring to the ICE-app story, "because what they're doing is actively encouraging people to avoid law enforcement activities, operations and we're going to actually go after them and prosecute them." Trump endorsed Noem's threat, and added, "They may be prosecuted also for giving false reports on the attack on Iran."

3. The president mused about the prospect of financially punishing Elon Musk for criticizing the Republican megabill. "No more Rocket launches, Satellites, or Electric Car Production, and our Country would save a FORTUNE," he wrote on Truth Social. "Perhaps we should have DOGE take a good, hard, look at this? BIG MONEY TO BE SAVED!!!"

To examples such as these, my friend might reply that Trump doesn't always deliver on his rhetoric. That is true, but only to a point. Especially in his second term, Trump follows through on quite a lot of his threats. Indeed, yesterday's litany of authoritarian moves is not limited to words. It includes at least three actions:

4. The New York Times reported that Trump has appointed Jared L. Wise to the Justice Department's Weaponization Working Group. In 2023, federal prosecutors had charged Wise, a former FBI agent, for participating in the storming of the Capitol on January 6, 2021, allegedly egging on fellow rioters to assault police officers with shouts of "Kill 'em! Kill 'em! Kill 'em!" Like the rest of the January 6 defendants, Wise was pardoned on the first day of Trump's second term. Now he is working under Ed Martin, a fellow supporter of Trump's efforts to secure an unelected second term in 2021, and who has tried to intimidate various administration targets with a variety of legal and extralegal punishments.

Tom Nichols: Ed Martin has completely disqualified himself

5. The administration impounded $7 billion of Education Department funding for after-school and summer programs, English learners, teacher training, and other school functions. The funds had been appropriated by Congress, but Trump once again decided to seize the power of the purse from Congress for himself, in violation of the structure laid out by the Constitution.

6. Paramount, the parent company of CBS, settled a groundless nuisance lawsuit Trump had filed against the CBS show 60 Minutes. The suit absurdly claims that Trump suffered mental distress because the show aired an interview with Kamala Harris in 2024 that had been edited for length (which is, in fact, standard practice in television news, as Trump and his lawyers surely know). The only apparent reason Paramount settled was to grease the skids for the Trump administration to approve the company's bid to buy a Hollywood studio. (The company has denied that this was its motivation.)

None of these moves is a one-off. All follow what has become standard practice in the second Trump term. The president has declared a new order in which the supporters of his insurrection have been vindicated and freed from any consequences for their crimes, the president claims sole authority over the government's powers of spending and regulation, and these powers are to be used only to punish his enemies and reward his friends.

This new order, if unchecked, will at some point reach a level at which opposition becomes prohibitively dangerous and the commanding heights of business, media, and academia all submit to Trump's whims. We might not arrive at that end point. But it is very clearly where Trump is trying to take us.
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Photos: Europe Swelters Under a Heat Dome

Residents and tourists across Europe have been enduring days of oppressive heat, doing whatever they can to keep cool. On Monday, one region in Portugal reached a record-setting temperature of 46.6 degrees Celsius.

by Alan Taylor


Women look on as a man stands in a fountain to cool off on a hot summer day, in Berlin, Germany, on July 2, 2025. (Lisi Niesner / Reuters)




A polar bear cools down on a pile of ice that was brought to its enclosure on a hot and sunny day at the Prague Zoo, Czech Republic, on July 1, 2025. (Petr David Josek / AP)




A beverage supplier rests in Frankfurt, Germany, on July 2, 2025. (Michael Probst / AP)






A pharmacy sign displays a temperature of 45 degrees Celsius (113 degrees Fahrenheit) in Thionville, France, on July 2, 2025. (Jean-Christophe Verhaegen / AFP / Getty)




Beachgoers enjoy the seaside as temperatures rise across the U.K., in Brighton, England, on June 30, 2025. (Carlos Jasso / Reuters)




Residents at the Ter Biest house for elderly persons dip their feet in a wading pool as a heat wave grips Europe, in Grimbergen, Belgium, on June 30, 2025. (Yves Herman / Reuters)






Veronika Erjavec of Slovenia uses an ice bag to cool off during her first-round women's-singles match against Marta Kostyuk of Ukraine at the Wimbledon Tennis Championships in London, on July 1, 2025. (Kirsty Wigglesworth / AP)




A man runs on a small road on the outskirts of Frankfurt, Germany, on July 1, 2025. (Michael Probst / AP)




An Icelandic horse drinks water from a hose at a stud farm in Wehrheim, near Frankfurt, Germany, on June 30, 2025. (Michael Probst / AP)






Beachgoers look at rising flames and smoke from a wildfire burning in the village of Vourvourou, in the Halkidiki peninsula, Greece, on July 2, 2025. (Fedja Grulovic / Reuters)




Antoine von Luchem jumps with his surfboard on the artificial Eisbach wave in the English Garden in Munich, on June 30, 2025. (Peter Kneffel / DPA / Reuters)




A man takes advantage of the shade of a palm tree to protect himself from the sun, on a hot day at the beach in Barcelona, Spain, on July 2, 2025. (Emilio Morenatti / AP)






People have fun with water and foam during a heat wave in the Vallcarca neighborhood, in Barcelona, Spain, on July 2, 2025. (Marc Asensio / NurPhoto / Getty)




A winegrower working at the Romanee Conti estate protects himself from the sun with an umbrella as temperatures in France expected to soar beyond 40 degrees Celsius (104 degrees Fahrenheit), in Vosne Romanee, France, on July 1, 2025. (Arnaud Finistre / AFP / Getty)




A woman in a swimsuit cools off in the Trocadero Fountain, in front of the Eiffel Tower, in Paris, on July 2, 2025. (Dimitar Dilkoff / AFP / Getty)






Tourists stand in front of a cooling fan installed outside the Colosseum, in Rome, Italy, on June 30, 2025. (Remo Casilli / Reuters)




A young woman plunges her head into the cool water of a fountain at the Lustgarten park on Museum Island, in Berlin, on July 2, 2025. (Tobias Schwarz / AFP / Getty)




A dog romps through shallow water to cool off during a heat wave in Antwerp, Belgium, on July 1, 2025. (Virginia Mayo / AP)
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        Congress Is Raising Electricity Bills to Pay for Tax Cuts
        Roge Karma

        Of all the elements of the One Big Beautiful Bill Act, perhaps none is as obviously self-defeating as getting rid of tax credits for clean energy. That decision will not simply set back the fight against climate change. Congressional Republicans could also be setting America up for the worst energy-affordability crisis since the 1970s. Unlike then, this time we'll have imposed it on ourselves.Electricity demand in the United States is rising faster than it has in at least two decades. AI data cen...

      

      
        The Phoniest Job in Trump World
        Yair Rosenberg

        To hear Tucker Carlson tell it, an American attack on Iran wasn't just likely to precipitate World War III. It would do something worse: destroy Donald Trump's presidency. "A strike on the Iranian nuclear sites will almost certainly result in thousands of American deaths at bases throughout the Middle East, and cost the United States tens of billions of dollars," the conservative commentator wrote on X on March 17. "Trump ran for president as a peace candidate," Carlson added on June 4. "It's why...

      

      
        The Patriotic Punk
        Hanna Rosin

        Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube | Overcast | Pocket CastsRead Jeffrey Goldberg's related article about Ken Casey.

There are more and less reckless ways for a musician to meddle in politics. The safer ways are to drop an endorsement in an interview (Taylor Swift for Joe Biden), make a supportive video (Beyonce for Barack Obama), maybe even make a video with the candidate himself (Cardi B. and Bernie Sanders). Recently, Ken Casey, the front man for the Celtic punk band Dropkick ...

      

      
        Twenty-Four Hours of Authoritarianism
        Jonathan Chait

        Not long ago, I ran into an old friend, a well-regarded Democratic intellectual who recently has moved to my right, but who still holds liberal values and is not a Donald Trump supporter. After we commiserated about the excesses of the far left, I mentioned offhandedly that Trump's maniacal authoritarianism makes the fact that Democrats can't get their act together so much worse.He reacted, to my surprise, with indignation. Trump wasn't canceling elections, he protested, nor was he calling browns...

      

      
        They Didn't Have to Do This
        Jonathan Chait

        Sign up for Trump's Return, a newsletter featuring coverage of the second Trump presidency.In their heedless rush to enact a deficit-exploding tax bill so massive that they barely understand it, Senate Republicans call to mind a scene in The Sopranos. A group of young aspiring gangsters decides to stick up a Mafia card game in hopes of gaining the mobsters' respect and being brought into the crew. At the last moment, the guys briefly reconsider, before one of them supplies the decisive argument i...

      

      
        The One-and-Done Doctrine
        Ashley Parker

        Weeks before he ended his first term, in December 2020, President Donald Trump was outraged that leaders in Tehran had announced plans to accelerate its nuclear program. He had a simple question: Why don't we just bomb Iran?His advisers walked him through the options but cautioned that such an operation would likely result in the downing of American planes and the start of a regional war. Trump dropped the idea. "He didn't want to leave a shit sandwich for his successor," a former official told u...

      

      
        The Anniversary That Democrats Would Be Wise to Forget
        Mark Leibovich

        Yesterday marked one year since Joe Biden's debate meltdown against Donald Trump. Happy anniversary to those who observe such things, or are triggered by such things. Please celebrate responsibly.For Democrats, the debacle was a harsh awakening and the start of an ongoing spiral. Prior to that night, they could hold on to the delusion that the party might somehow eke out one last victory from Biden's degraded capacity and ward off another four-year assault from Donald Trump. But that all exploded...

      

      
        The Red State Where Republicans Aren't Afraid of Trump
        Russell Berman

        Donald Trump's least favorite House Republican, Representative Thomas Massie of Kentucky, likes to do an exaggerated impression of the president. As he recounted a long-ago phone call from Trump before a crowd of supporters in his district, Massie dropped the register of his voice to an octave resembling Yogi Bear's. "It started out with: I'm more libertarian than you are," Massie said. "And it ended with: Well, you're going to get a primary if you vote for this."The eruption that followed create...

      

      
        Trump's Running Tab in the Abrego Garcia Case
        Nick Miroff

        The Trump administration's long, belabored campaign to prove that Kilmar Abrego Garcia is a gang leader, a terrorist, and an all-around bad guy--not a wrongfully deported Maryland man--has produced some extraordinary legal maneuvers. The administration fought Abrego Garcia's return from El Salvador all the way to the Supreme Court, lost, and eventually brought him back to the United States to slap him with criminal charges it had started investigating after it had already sent him to a foreign pris...

      

      
        What the Islamophobic Attacks on Mamdani Reveal
        Jonathan Chait

        Coming up with nondefamatory ways to attack Zohran Mamdani is not exactly an insurmountable task. The 33-year-old Democratic nominee for New York City mayor is an avowed socialist from a privileged background, has defended inflammatory rhetoric such as "Globalize the intifada," and has a back catalog of hyper-woke social-media posts that would be electoral poison in any remotely competitive district.Instead, many leading voices within the Republican Party have decided to criticize him on the grou...

      

      
        How Trump Lives With the Threat of Iranian Assassination
        Ashley Parker

        Hours before launching B-2 bombers at Iran, President Donald Trump stood on a secured airport tarmac 40 miles west of Manhattan, under the watchful guard of the U.S. Secret Service and a militarized counterassault team. When a reporter asked about the risk of terror attacks on U.S. targets overseas by Iranian proxies, the world's most protected man instead spoke of his own risk of assassination."You are even in danger talking to me right now. You know that?" he said. "So I should probably get out...

      

      
        Tulsi Gabbard Chooses Loyalty to Trump
        Shane Harris

        Tulsi Gabbard believed she had found her people. The Trump White House would be a place where "America First" isolationism ruled. No one would make the hurtful suggestion that her talking points sounded suspiciously like Kremlin talking points. And her decision to meet with Syria's now-deposed dictator as he bombed his own cities would not be unfairly judged. Her mission as director of national intelligence was straightforward, she told associates: to clean up America's spy agencies so they would...

      

      
        The President's Weapon
        Tom Nichols

        Photo-illustrations by Mike McQuadeThis article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.In the summer of 1974, Richard Nixon was under great strain and drinking too much. During a White House meeting with two members of Congress, he argued that impeaching a president because of "a little burglary" at the Democrats' campaign headquarters was ridiculous. "I can go in my office and pick up the telephone, and in 25 minutes, millions of people will be dead," Nixon s...

      

      
        What Trump Doesn't Understand About Nuclear War
        Jeffrey Goldberg

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.On October 27, 1962, the 12th day of the Cuban missile crisis, a bellicose and rattled Fidel Castro asked Nikita Khrushchev, his patron, to destroy America."I believe that the imperialists' aggressiveness makes them extremely dangerous," Castro wrote in a cable to Moscow, "and that if they manage to carry out an invasion of Cuba--a brutal act in violation of universal and moral law--then that would be the momen...

      

      
        The True Impact of Trump's Strike on Iran
        Shane Harris

        By his own account, the military operation that Donald Trump mounted against Iran over the weekend was an unqualified success. Saturday's covert raid, in which U.S. bombers dropped a series of massive, tailor-made bombs onto fortified Iranian sites, left Tehran's nuclear capability "completely and totally obliterated," the president proclaimed in a triumphant White House address late that night.The reality is more complex. Although the operation achieved an impressive level of tactical success, w...

      

      
        Trump Changed. The Intelligence Didn't.
        Shane Harris

        Whenever Donald Trump has contemplated confrontation with Iran, his decisions have been guided less by the consensus of the U.S. intelligence community than by his own calculation of risk and reward. At times he has pulled the trigger. At times he has backed down. All the while, the U.S. assessment of Iranian nuclear intentions has stayed remarkably consistent.Now, Trump has gone all in. His decision this week to drop more than a dozen of the largest conventional bombs in the U.S. arsenal on key ...

      

      
        Trump's Two-Week Window for Diplomacy Was a Smoke Screen
        Jonathan Lemire

        Sign up for Trump's Return, a newsletter featuring coverage of the second Trump presidency.Well, he did it. He actually did it.President Donald Trump had insisted for months that he wanted the ultimate deal with Iran, one that would put a definitive end to the country's ability to produce a nuclear weapon. As late as Thursday, he'd suggested that Iran's leaders would have up to two more weeks to negotiate. But at that point, he had already made up his mind: The United States was going to bomb Ira...

      

      
        The United States Bombed Iran. What Comes Next?
        Tom Nichols

        President Donald Trump has done what he swore he would not do: involve the United States in a war in the Middle East. His supporters will tie themselves in knots (as Vice President J. D. Vance did last week) trying to jam the square peg of Trump's promises into the round hole of his actions. And many of them may avoid calling this "war" at all, even though that's what Trump himself called it tonight. They will want to see it as a quick win against an obstinate regime that will eventually declare ...
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The Most Perverse Part of the 'Big, Beautiful Bill'

<span>The Republican megabill could be setting America up for the worst energy-affordability crisis since the 1970s.</span>

by Roge Karma




Of all the elements of the One Big Beautiful Bill Act, perhaps none is as obviously self-defeating as getting rid of tax credits for clean energy. That decision will not simply set back the fight against climate change. Congressional Republicans could also be setting America up for the worst energy-affordability crisis since the 1970s. Unlike then, this time we'll have imposed it on ourselves.

Electricity demand in the United States is rising faster than it has in at least two decades. AI data centers are using huge amounts of power to train new models. More Americans are plugging their electric cars and hybrids into the grid. Rising temperatures mean more air-conditioning use. Failure to meet this rising demand with adequate supply results in higher prices. From 2000 to 2022, U.S. electricity prices rose by an average of about 2.8 percent a year; since 2022, they have risen by 13 percent annually.

Fortunately, the timing of this demand spike coincided with a boom in renewable energy. According to the federal Energy Information Administration, 93 percent of the electricity capacity added to the grid this year will come from a combination of wind, solar, and battery storage. That trend was set to accelerate dramatically in the coming years thanks to the Inflation Reduction Act, which provided tax credits that made building clean power sources cheaper. Investment in those sources has accordingly spiked, and hundreds of new projects could begin generating power over the next decade. The IRA is generally seen as a climate bill, but it was also an energy bill. It provided a jolt to the American power sector at a moment when the sector desperately needed new supply.

Or so it seemed. The Senate version of Donald Trump's One Big Beautiful Bill repeals the clean-energy tax credits in the IRA for all wind and solar projects that don't begin construction within a year of the bill's passage or become fully operational by 2028. (And even if a project begins construction in the first half of 2026, it will need to meet extremely onerous domestic-sourcing requirements that many experts believe will be nearly impossible to satisfy.) As a result, future clean-energy projects, including many that have been announced but not yet built, will cost about 50 percent more than those that received the credits, according to an analysis by Jesse Jenkins, who leads the Princeton ZERO Lab. The inevitable result is that far fewer will come into existence. "It's hard to think of a bigger self-own," Jenkins told me. "We're effectively raising taxes on the country's main sources of new power at a time when electricity prices are already rising."

Jonathan Chait: They didn't have to do this

The purported justification for these cuts is that renewables are unreliable energy sources pushed by woke environmentalists, and the country would be better served by doubling down on coal and natural gas. "More wind and solar brings us the worst of two worlds: less reliable energy delivery and higher electric bills," wrote Energy Secretary Chris Wright in an op-ed last week. In fact, renewable energy is cheap and getting cheaper. Even without the tax credits, the price of onshore wind has fallen by 70 percent, solar energy by 90 percent, and batteries by more than 90 percent over the past decade. The IRA, by making these sources even more affordable, was projected to save American consumers an average of $220 a year in the decade after its passage.

The cost savings from renewables are so great that in Texas--Texas, mind you--all of the electricity growth over the past decade has come from wind and solar alone. This has made energy grids more reliable, not less. During the summer of 2023, the state faced several near failures of its electricity grid; officials had to call on residents to conserve energy. The state responded by building out new renewable energy sources to stabilize the grid. It worked. "The electrical grid in Texas has breezed through a summer in which, despite milder temperatures, the state again reached record levels of energy demand," The New York Times reported last September. "It did so largely thanks to the substantial expansion of new solar farms."

In fact, the energy secretary's description of wind and solar--as unreliable and expensive--is more aptly applied to fossil fuels. Coal is so costly relative to other energy sources that investment in building new plants has dried up. The natural-gas industry is facing such a crippling supply-chain crisis that the wait time for a new gas turbine--the combustion engine that converts natural gas into usable energy--can be as long as seven years. "What we've consistently heard from the industry is that, right now, there is just no way to get a new natural-gas plant running before 2030, and quite possibly even later," Robbie Orvis, the senior director for modeling and analysis at the think tank Energy Innovation, told me. The cost of actually building one of those plants, meanwhile, has more than doubled in the past few years, pushing utilities to invest heavily in renewable sources, which can be built much faster and often at a lower cost.

Now Congress has decided to kneecap the energy sources that could meet rising demand. Orvis predicts that this could result in one of the fastest, sharpest rises in energy prices since the Arab oil embargo of the 1970s, which featured record-high oil prices, long lines and rationing at gas stations, and a nationwide inflation spike. An Energy Innovation analysis of an earlier, similar version of the bill found that, by 2035, the average yearly energy bill will be $473 higher in Michigan, $590 higher in Maryland, $668 higher in California, and $777 higher in Texas than it would have been if the IRA credits had remained in place. (Several other sources have produced similar results, including analyses of the final Senate bill.)

Blackouts and grid outages will become more frequent. Power-intensive industries such as AI and manufacturing will struggle under the weight of higher energy costs. China will solidify its dominance over clean-energy supply chains. "Just think of Trump's own priorities: lower energy prices, becoming an AI superpower, reindustrializing America, outcompeting China," Princeton's Jenkins said. "Getting rid of these credits hurts all of those goals."

But there is one priority missing from that list: owning the libs. Partisan polarization around clean energy has grown so extreme since the passage of the IRA that Trump and many other Republicans apparently see destroying it as an end in itself. An earlier version of the Senate bill went further than repealing subsidies. It included an excise tax on solar and wind energy--the Republican Party, taxing energy--that would have added an additional 10-20 percent cost onto most projects. That provision was scrapped after a handful of moderate senators objected, but the fact that it ever existed is stunning enough. As the bill headed to the House of Representatives for final consideration, some members claimed that they wouldn't support it without even harsher restrictions on clean energy. Representative Chip Roy of Texas attacked the Senate bill for not targeting clean-energy tax credits more aggressively, calling it "a deal-killer of an already bad deal" and setting up the absurd possibility that the IRA would be saved only by Republicans' inability to agree on how badly to eviscerate it.

Jessica Riedl: Congressional Republicans might set off the debt bomb

The desire to stick it to liberals is so intense that Republicans are evidently willing to inflict disproportionate economic pain on their own voters. The Energy Innovation analysis found that the states that will experience the sharpest increase in electricity costs as a result of the bill are Kansas, Texas, Oklahoma, South Carolina, Missouri, and Kentucky. A separate analysis found that of the 10 states that will lose the most total renewable energy capacity as a result of the repeal, nine voted for Trump last year.

Congressional Republicans might be betting that the consequences of their legislation will take long enough to materialize that they won't be blamed. Thanks to the numerous clean-energy projects in the pipeline today, the sharpest energy-price increases won't come into effect until after 2030. By that time, a Democratic president could very well be in office, stuck with the higher energy costs sown by their predecessor, reaping the political whirlwind.
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The Phoniest Job in Trump World

The self-proclaimed intellectual architects of "America First" are nothing of the sort.

by Yair Rosenberg




To hear Tucker Carlson tell it, an American attack on Iran wasn't just likely to precipitate World War III. It would do something worse: destroy Donald Trump's presidency. "A strike on the Iranian nuclear sites will almost certainly result in thousands of American deaths at bases throughout the Middle East, and cost the United States tens of billions of dollars," the conservative commentator wrote on X on March 17. "Trump ran for president as a peace candidate," Carlson added on June 4. "It's why he won. A war with Iran would amount to a profound betrayal of his supporters. It would end his presidency."

"We can't do this again, we'll tear the country apart," declared Steve Bannon, Trump's former chief strategist and 2016-campaign CEO, when asked on June 18 about potential war with Iran. "Worth noting how rare this crossover actually is," observed Curt Mills, the anti-war executive director of The American Conservative, after Carlson joined Bannon's podcast to oppose American intervention, dubbing the pair the "two largest intellectual architects of the Trump years other than the president." The implication: Trump was risking his base if he didn't stay out of the Israel-Iran conflict. "I'm very concerned based on every[thing] I've seen in the grassroots the last few months that this will cause a massive schism in MAGA," wrote Charlie Kirk, the head of the conservative youth organization Turning Point USA. "This is a White House that is responding in real time to its coalition," which is "revolting to show it's disgusted with the potential of war with Iran," Mills told ABC News on June 21. That night, Trump bombed Iran.

The U.S. strike may or may not have obliterated the country's nuclear facilities, but it has certainly obliterated the notion that any of the self-proclaimed MAGA intellectuals, such as Carlson and Bannon, speak for the Trump movement. Far from shattering the president's coalition, Trump's strike on Iran brought it together, despite the loud protestations of some of its supposed elites. "This is Donald Trump's Republican Party," CNN's chief data analyst, Harry Enten, said three days after the attack on Iran, referring to polls showing that 76 percent of GOP voters approved of Trump's action, compared with just 18 percent who didn't. "Republicans are with Donald Trump on this, Tucker Carlson be darned. The bottom line is he does not speak for the majority of the Republican base."

Robert Kagan: American democracy might not survive war with Iran

The conservative pollster Patrick Ruffini, whose 2023 book, Party of the People, predicted the shape of Trump's victorious 2024 coalition, offered a similar conclusion. "Polling has been consistent that Republicans remain more committed to a posture of military strength--and MAGA Republicans more so, not less so, than other Republicans," he told The Dispatch. Indeed, surveys before and after the attack found that self-described "MAGA Republicans" were more likely than other Republicans to back the president on Iran. In other words, Trump's decision to strike the country's nuclear sites didn't just expose the Iranian regime's empty threats of massive retaliation. It also exposed prominent commentators who have postured as tribunes of Trumpism to be pretenders to power, purporting to speak for a movement that has little interest in their ideas.

Watching the president dispense with his critics, the conservative influencer John Ekdahl quipped, "Props to President Trump for being able to manage a two front war against Iran and Tucker Carlson." But neither of these was ever much of a contest. Few jobs in Trump world are more farcical than the position of "architect" of "America First": There are no MAGA intellectuals, just Trump and opportunistic ideologues attempting to hitch their pet projects to his brand. The self-styled thought leaders of the Trump movement are merely political entrepreneurs trying to appropriate the president for their own purposes and to recast his chaotic and idiosyncratic decisions as reflections of their personal worldview.

"Considering that I'm the one that developed 'America First,' and considering that the term wasn't used until I came along, I think I'm the one that decides" what it means, Trump told my colleague Michael Scherer a week before the bombs dropped. The president was wrong about being the first to claim the mantle of "America First," but right about everything else. "Trumpism" is not "anti-war" or "pro-worker," "neoconservative" or "neo-isolationist," or any other ideologically coherent category; it is whatever Trump says it is.

This has always been the case, notwithstanding the pretenses of Trump's alleged intellectual allies. Back in 2017, Trump took office for the first time and brought along Bannon, who set up shop in the West Wing with a whiteboard full of goals for the new administration. Less than seven months later, however, Bannon was cast out of the White House. Not long after, Trump began publicly deriding him as "Sloppy Steve."

Carlson has followed the same trajectory. The conservative podcast host spoke before Trump on the final night of the 2024 Republican National Convention and was seen as one of the big winners when the president returned to power. But again, Trump quickly tired of his ally's antics. "I don't know what Tucker Carlson is saying," the president said in response to the commentator's criticism of his Iran policy. "Let him go get a television network and say it so people actually listen," he added--a reference to Carlson being fired from Fox News. Trump then mocked his longtime associate as "kooky Tucker Carlson" on Truth Social, and later claimed that Carlson called to apologize, something the latter has not denied, because whether it happened or not, he knows exactly where he stands.

The simple truth is this: There is Bannonism and Tuckerism, and perhaps, in a quiet corner of the Naval Observatory that has been repeatedly swept for bugs to ensure that the boss isn't listening, J. D. Vance-ism. But there is no Trumpism without Trump. People in the president's orbit are not his confidants--they are his chumps, to be used or discarded when doing so suits the principal's purposes.

Carlson seemingly knows this--and resents it. "We are very, very close to being able to ignore Trump most nights," he texted his producer after the president lost reelection in 2020. "I truly can't wait." After the January 6 riot, Carlson texted: "He's a demonic force, a destroyer. But he's not going to destroy us. I've been thinking about this every day for four years." Off the record, people like Carlson not only know that they do not represent Trump, but hold him in contempt. Why, then, do so many still take them seriously as reflections of the president's perspective and coalition? And why does the myth of the Trump whisperer persist despite its manifest failure to explain events?

For enterprising conservatives, the utility is clear. Trump may not subscribe to any of their ideas, but he can be prodded to act on them, and in any case, he is 79 years old and serving his second term. Once he departs the scene, his base will be up for grabs among those who have managed to position themselves as its champions.

For some anti-Trump liberals, people like Bannon, Carlson, and Vance provide a perverse sort of reassurance. Trump's opponents may find the ideologies of these men to be odious, but at least they suggest a method to the president's madness. The presence of even a rough philosophical framework provides the false hope that what Trump will do next will be predictable and follow from first principles, rather than from haphazard impulse. Better, some may feel, to live in the realm of an evil but explicable king than in that of a demented one.

Read: The MAGA coalition has turned on itself

Finally, Bannon and later Carlson may have played into the media's desire for an intellectual from their own class who could domesticate and interpret Trumpism in conventional terms. Rather than a boorish outsider winning the presidency on his own scattershot instincts, one could suppose there was a Svengali behind the scenes who had masterminded the whole affair. This belief imposed order on what appeared to be chaos, imputed logic to what otherwise looked like a personality cult, and thus rescued the prognosticating profession from a situation where its skills might no longer be of use.

The only problem with this arrangement was that the pro-Trump intellectuals and influencers were making it all up. They were the political equivalent of the Wizard of Oz, shadows behind a curtain trying to fool people into thinking that they spoke for the president and his movement. But like Oz's projection, they were nothing more than an intimidating illusion. All it took to make them disappear was for Trump to turn on the lights.
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The Patriotic Punk

Listen to Jeffrey Goldberg's interview with Ken Casey of the Dropkick Murphys.

by Hanna Rosin




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

Read Jeffrey Goldberg's related article about Ken Casey.
 
 There are more and less reckless ways for a musician to meddle in politics. The safer ways are to drop an endorsement in an interview (Taylor Swift for Joe Biden), make a supportive video (Beyonce for Barack Obama), maybe even make a video with the candidate himself (Cardi B. and Bernie Sanders). Recently, Ken Casey, the front man for the Celtic punk band Dropkick Murphys, chose a way that could have started a fist fight. The band has been around for three decades and has its working-class roots in Quincy, Massachusetts. In recent years, Casey has noticed the degree to which his largely white, male, working-class fan base has drifted to the MAGA right. Casey, meanwhile, did not. At concerts, the band often dedicates its song "First Class Loser" to Donald Trump, and it sells T-shirts that say Fighting Nazis since 1996. So when Casey saw a fan at one of his concerts wearing a MAGA shirt, he called him out in front of the crowd and made him a bet.

In this episode of Radio Atlantic, The Atlantic's editor in chief, Jeffrey Goldberg, talks to Casey about that bet, about watching his fans and people he loves fall in love with Trump, and about how Democrats might be able to win them back.

The following is a transcript of the episode:

Hanna Rosin: I'm Hanna Rosin. This is Radio Atlantic, and The Atlantic's editor in chief, Jeffrey Goldberg, is really into Celtic punk music. Who knew? He listens to one band in particular when he's getting ready for work.

Jeffrey Goldberg: I listen to them in the morning when I'm trying to wake up. "The Boys Are Back" and "Smash Shit Up," or whatever are good songs to listen to in the morning when you're trying to get motivated.

Rosin: Those songs are by Dropkick Murphys, who, by the way, have an album out this week. Their front man is Ken Casey. Jeff saw a clip one day of Casey doing something interesting at one of his shows, something Jeff thought was unusual, risky, maybe even brave.

["Smash Shit Up," by Dropkick Murphys] 

Rosin: Wait, you just called up Ken Casey one day? Why were you interested in him?

Goldberg: If you actually want to know the real reason why--do you want to know the real reason why?

Rosin: I do, because I don't pin you as a hardcore fan.

Goldberg: There is no bigger fan of Celtic punk music in this podcast studio than this guy. But the real reason I'm interested in this is: I admire people who try to say something explicit with their music. Obviously, explicit to a degree. If it becomes just a platform, then it's not very interesting music. Not very interesting lyrically.

Rosin: So your interest is in the music being political, not, like, a musician being political. Because it's actually really tricky to make political art. It's a legitimate question that a lot of artists face--like, Do I say anything about the election? 

Goldberg: I mean, yes, in this case, in Dropkick Murphys' case, it's both. Ken Casey will go out onstage and talk overtly politically, about even trade policy, but also the music, especially in this latest album. So yeah, and by the way, it's kind of easy for performers to go out and make anodyne statements about this or that in politics and have their music be about things other than the politics. Obviously, when you make political music, you're going to drive away some people. That's just the nature of it, and it's not in the nature of commercial music to drive away anyone.

["I'm Shipping Up to Boston," by Dropkick Murphys]

Rosin: Okay, that's enough of me. Here's Jeff talking to Casey.

Goldberg: Are you sick of talking about "[I'm] Shipping Up to Boston" and The Departed?

Ken Casey: Not really. People say, "Do you get sick of that song?" and I say, "No, the key to that song is it's two minutes." Actually, when we play it live, it's one minute and 50 seconds.

["I'm Shipping Up to Boston," by Dropkick Murphys]

Casey: So it's over before it starts. You know, I would hate to have like your biggest hit be--

Goldberg: "Stairway to Heaven."

Casey: Yeah, I mean, even our second-most-popular song, "Rose Tattoo," is over five minutes. And I can see, sometimes by the end of that, as much as I love the song, I'm like, Fuck, I wish this was shorter like "Shipping Up to Boston."

But no, I think if there's any way for a punk band to kind of break through another level of success, it's pretty cool when it's an Oscar-winning movie by one of your favorite directors about the city you're from.

Goldberg: Talk about Woody Guthrie and how you built on Woody Guthrie to write that song.

Casey: One of the things that attracted me to punk rock and attracted me to Irish music was that protest element and rebel element to a lot of it. And then that's how I stumbled onto a lot of the American protest singers and Woody being the leader of that pack. And then we get a phone call one day in the early 2000s from Woody's daughter Nora, and she said, "I'd like to offer the band the opportunity to come down and see my father's archives of unpublished lyrics that he never put to music." And I was like, Is this a joke? Is someone punking us here? 

And I got to go down. The archives at the time were still in New York City and, you know, the original papers he wrote the songs on. You could see the stains on the papers. You could literally, Nora says, you can smell, like, Did he write this near the ocean? Did he write this in Oklahoma? or whatever. And so it was just a really unique look into his whole work.

And we don't often write music first. It's usually lyrics first and the melody, and then we shape the song around it. But we had written the music to "[I'm] Shipping Up to Boston," and we were just waiting for me to write some words. And I flipped through, and here's this song, "Shipping Up to Boston," which stood out so much because it was so short and so, kind of, silly. And one of the keys to that song's success is there are huge instrumental sections in the song that really make you wait for the chorus.

I know that if I was writing the lyrics to that, I wouldn't have ever left that space. I would've written a pre-chorus there, and you wouldn't have had that wait for the payoff. But obviously when we chose to put Woody's lyrics in there, there were no other lyrics to add in.

["I'm Shipping Up to Boston," by Dropkick Murphys]

So you had the four-line verse and then you had the "Shipping Up to Boston" chorus, which, I wish he had a note of what he was singing about on that song.

["I'm Shipping Up to Boston," by Dropkick Murphys] 

Goldberg: I was interviewing Bruce Springsteen once on the subject of Stevie Van Zandt, and I was writing about Little Steven and about how he was doing overtly political music. And I'll always remember what Bruce said. He said, "Writing political music is a hard slog through muddy waters." He was praising Steven. And you--you guys are one of the few bands that goes right at it. I mean, you use metaphor and you use allusion, but you're really going at it, especially on this new album; and I'm wondering, is it a hard slog? Are you giving up something commercially by voicing your actual opinions about the world?

Casey: Well, I do think from a timelessness sense, we do try to do it in a not naming names and dates--

Goldberg: No, I know you're not going to come out against tariffs on a Tuesday, or something.

Casey: Right. But everyone knows what we're talking about when we do it and why we do it. And yes, I like to say that the band started in '96; our goal was to be a little bit different, in the sense that we spoke for people that were living life in the middle class or working-class people. And so if you start your band on that, and you've held to those ideals for coming--next year it'll be 30 years--and you've done that the whole 30 years, and then you get to this era and you're going to back down from it? It's almost like the whole thing seems like it was meant to be a test run for the time we're in now. So for us to not go out on a limb about it would sell like our whole career short, you know? And will it eventually hurt us, or whatever? Who's to say? I kind of look at it the way I look at reviews or comments on your social media. It's like, you can't pay attention to it. You just gotta do what feels instinctually right and right in your heart.

And I say this to Trumpers all the time that I know enough to have a conversation with at least or bother to. I say, Listen, you don't like our opinion? You don't like what we have to say? Most of you used to, by the way, before, you know everything changed when that guy came down the escalator. But regardless of what you think of our message, you've got to know that this band wouldn't exist if it wasn't for these core beliefs. And so a lot of music that you do like came out of that fire.

["Who'll Stand With Us?," by Dropkick Murphys]

In the new single, "Who'll Stand With Us?," like, look at the words: We're singing about people being oppressed by those in power with wealth that we could never imagine. Who's got a problem with that?

["Who'll Stand With Us?," by Dropkick Murphys]

Goldberg: You have gotten into direct confrontations with fans at shows over your politics and their politics. In today's age, that's pretty rare. Money comes first; popularity comes first. Any doubt ever about the path you've now set yourself on?

Casey: I get back to the fact that we're singing these songs that I believe in my heart of hearts are what represents regular, ordinary people.

And when I see someone--and by the way, I'm not out there saying, Hey, you in the front row, who'd you vote for? You know what I mean? But like when someone comes to protest back with a MAGA shirt in the front row, it's like--

Goldberg: They know what they're doing.

Casey: They know what they're doing.

Goldberg: And you know that they know what they're doing.

Casey: Sure. Yeah. And then of course those are the ones that have gone viral, but there's other nights when I just talk from the stage. And listen, I understand there's an amount of people that'll say, this is the counterargument: Hey, you know what? I worked all week. I paid my money to come see music. I don't want to hear you shove your politics down my throat. And I can respect that to a degree. For the most part of our career, we've always said, we'll leave our politics to the lyrics. Because we've been pretty overtly political. So if you read the lyrics, you know, and I do think sometimes you get more people to your side that way. Because you, you know, it's like fishing. You're just dangling the carrot. You're not clubbing the fish over the head. However, at this point in time, it's like, the alarm bells are ringing.

["Rose Tattoo," by Dropkick Murphys]

Rosin:  So what's interesting to you about Ken Casey is he is taking a risk, like essentially he's putting himself out there and possibly turning off his own fan base.

Goldberg: Well, he literally does turn off some of his own fan base and doesn't seem to care, which I admire these days. I happen to admire anyone who will risk alienating, let's say, MAGA America for a point. I'm not trying to be overly partisan or political here. I'm just saying that it's very interesting that he and the whole band will put their money where their mouth is. And he also has--and this is what I admire about him--he has a large-heartedness about it.

He's not one of these, They're all deplorable kind of people. I was having a hard time adjusting to the idea that Trump had won yet again, and after all the ink we had spilled about the dangers of Trumpism, right? And then I realized that I just like Americans and I like America, and so I'm just going to figure my way through this and not going to be hard-hearted about it. And what I saw in Ken Casey was a model of how one could be in these circumstances.

I find him to be a thoughtful person and a patriotic person, and a guy who makes really loud, interesting music, even though he is already in his 50s, I guess. So I admire that, being personally in my 50s.

["Rose Tattoo," By Dropkick Murphys]

Rosin: After the break: Casey makes a wager with a fan.

[Break]

Rosin: Okay, we're back. Jeff is asking Casey what it has been like for him to watch friends and loved ones shift from being moderate Democrats to fully embracing Trump.

Casey: Even when my friends, for example, would've been considered center-left Democrats, I think I was probably a little bit more on the more progressive side of them. Partially because of my world travels, you know what I mean? Like, you know, you change when you see the world and see things outside of your own backyard.

But as I noticed that shift happening, it was the classic example of the playbook of division in politics where the right told white, center Democrats, These people don't care about you. They're not there for you. White men are on the way out. You know what I mean?

And then they started to use, of course, the other tropes of race and sexuality and trans. And just, little by little, I feel like a lot of these white, working-class Democrats just crept over, saying, Well, at least these guys want me. And yeah, they want you, but they really just want to use you, you know?

Goldberg: Do you think the Democrats don't want them?

Casey: I don't think it's that. I think that the Republicans have just done a great job at lying to them to make them feel--and listen obviously we can't speak this broadly for this many people. There's some people that just chose racism above all. Holy crap, this guy makes it okay for me to say the horrible things I used to have to whisper to my friends? Yeah, I'm voting against what's best for my family, my pension, everything else, but I want to be able to speak loud about this stuff, you know? But you've got to tip your cap, man. They've pulled it off. They've tricked a lot of people.

Goldberg: Well, look, recognizing that, actually, your job is to be a Celtic punk rocker and not a Democratic political party strategist. I will ask you, nevertheless: There's a crisis for the Democrats in that white men especially, but also Black men and Hispanic men, don't think that the party is pro-male.

I recognize what you're saying about the Republicans and the plays that they're running, but if you were telling the Democrats what to do, what plays would you run to counteract that?

Casey: Well, by the way, it gets back to that point--and I often say this, when you did mention You're a guy from a band--there's really nothing I'd rather be talking about less than where we're at right now. So when people think I'm onstage yapping away because I want to be talking about it--trust me, I don't.

But, anyway, if I was to say as someone who has a majority white, male fan base, the band, I would say that--I mean, are we talking about what's right or wrong, or are we talking about what you need to win an election? If we're talking about what you need to win an election, I guess you do have to bring the olive branch out to say that, you know, masculine guys in the trades are not vilified. And I don't necessarily think they have been, but I look at a guy like a friend of mine, Sean O'Brien from the Teamsters, and he spoke at the Republican Convention. And he'll say, I'm not a Republican. I'm a Democrat, but I'm a Democrat of what the party used to stand for, and that he's going to go rogue to wherever he has to, that's best for his members and his people.

So when you see people like that saying that the Democratic Party isn't working for them anymore, then there is something to listen to because that guy has a million people that he's representing.

And I think there's room for everybody, you know what I mean? I think that the policies of the Trump administration, and its, frankly, just cruelty should, of anything, unite anybody that's center-left and far progressive because the things we want at this point should just be freedom and kindness and civility, and treating people with dignity. If that shouldn't unite the country that wants to do good things, then--but it's a funny thing about the left. Even with all that going on, there'll still be that division and bickering sometimes.

Goldberg: Tell me the story from your perspective: There's a very famous clip from a show. You have this colloquy, essentially, this discourse with a guy wearing a Trump shirt, a MAGA shirt.

How do you make the decision--you're onstage in front of several thousand people; you're doing your very high-velocity show--how do you decide that you're going to pause and you're going to educate? I mean, I think that's what is in your mind, like, I'm going to teach this guy about domestic clothing production in the middle of a punk show.

Casey: Sure. Well, so sometimes when someone's trying to make a statement of being, just for example, in the front row with a MAGA shirt on, you'd say, They're dying for attention right now. I'm not going to give them the attention they crave, so I might totally ignore them. But the one you are talking about, there was a blow-up of Trump's head.

Goldberg: This is in Florida, right?

Casey: Yeah, Florida. I'm going to say a guy, maybe, I'm just guessing, late-to-mid-60s and a kid in his 30s, and they both had MAGA shirts and gear, so it was clear--

Goldberg: They're trolling you.

Casey: Yeah. So it was clear. But it taught me a big lesson though that night because we had this interaction where I made a bet with him.

Concert clip: Sir, I'd like to propose a friendly wager. You can't lose this wager. Would you, in the name of dialogue and discourse--and I appreciate you being here--would you agree to a friendly wager? He says, "Sure." That's a good sport. Well, first of all, do you support American workers? Of course you do. Of course you do.

Okay, so and you support American businesses, obviously. Okay, so I don't know if you guys are aware, because we don't go around fucking bragging about it, but Dropkick Murphys always sells proudly made-in-America merchandise only.

Casey: I told them Dropkick Murphys merchandise is all made in America because I feel like, Hey, we put our money where our mouth is, you know? And I find that MAGA often doesn't. And so I made a bet: I'll give you a hundred dollars and the shirt if your shirt's made in America, and if it isn't, you just get the shirt.

Concert clip: All right, Matt, can we get a little drumroll please? Sir, could you both turn backwards? Don't worry. No one's gonna. He just needs to check your tags on your shirt and your hat. Just need to see where they're made. (Drumroll.) Nicaragua. It's made in Nicaragua! Ohhh!

Casey: And I kept it respectful, and when he lost the bet, because the shirt was made in Nicaragua, he took it off and we gave them shirts, and they laughed. And I'm like, Oh wow, that doesn't often go like that with MAGA. And I went down after and I said, Hey, thanks for being a good sport. And he said, Hey, I've been coming to see you guys for 20 years. I consider you family. And I don't let politics come between me and my family.

And I was like, Wow, what a lesson that guy just taught me. To not look at any person in a MAGA shirt and automatically think that they're the worst of the worst of the worst. I still think that if you are willing to sport a shirt for a guy who is doing what he's doing now, you certainly don't have my love and devotion, but in my mind, oftentimes if I see someone in a MAGA shirt, I'm all but thinking in my head, He's burning crosses. You know what I mean?

And this guy, he was ready to have some civil discussion and laugh about it a little bit. And I have a few friends like that. I swear, sometimes I think they'll just stay MAGA just because they don't want to admit they were wrong.

Goldberg: It's hard for a guy to just say, "I got played." 

Casey: Right.

Goldberg: Right. And that's something that you've been arguing, is that this is fundamentally a grift. Is that fair?

Casey: Yeah. And I don't look at most people and say, Hey, you know--I don't even know Donald Trump. You know what I mean? I don't want to fall out with someone for life that I, especially that I knew my whole life, over this guy?

Goldberg: Have you lost friends?

Casey: I've definitely lost peripheral friends, and my closer friends that have gone MAGA, we've done our best to avoid the subject, but we don't really hang out. How do you hang out with someone when--but we can stay cordial, you know what I mean? But yeah, it's gotten away with a lot of. Yeah. I mean, I'm lucky in my family at least; I don't have that; everyone's on the same page. I don't have anyone throwing the turkey at me across the table at least, you know?

Goldberg: Right, right. Talk a little bit about the new album and the goal of the album. Obviously there are aesthetic goals. You're trying to make great music, and you do. I'm admitting my bias here, but there's some songs here that are very straight-ahead, that leave no room for doubt.

Casey: I mean, you write about what you're passionate about, and I'm pretty passionate about what's happening to the country that I'm a citizen of.

["Fiending for the Lies," by Dropkick Murphys]

Casey: I just can't see writing about something else. I feel like it'd be one thing if we wrote 13 songs about the situation; people might be like, All right, we get it. But that's why it's authentic for us, because we do live our lives, right? This song's about our children. This song's about a friend from another band, but there's also these songs about the rage we feel inside right now. So if we didn't write about that right now, people would be like, What's wrong with Dropkick Murphys? They're trying to stuff it down and not deal with it. And it's just not who we are.

Goldberg: I guess the final question is, do you think that the fever is just going to break? You see anything that makes you think, Okay, they're going to understand that this is a grift. They're gonna understand that class issues are more important than gender issues and race issues and so on?

Casey: I always say I'm never one to root against America, so I don't want, say, I hope it gets so bad that they see it. But I think that's what it might take.

Goldberg: Ken Casey, Dropkick Murphys, thank you very much for joining us. I appreciate it.

Casey: Great to be here. Thank you.

[Music] 

Rosin: Thank you to Jeff Goldberg for bringing us this conversation. Dropkick Murphy's new album, "For The People" is out tomorrow, July 4.

This episode of Radio Atlantic was produced by Rosie Hughes. It was edited by Claudine Ebeid. We had engineering support from Rob Smierciak and fact-checking by Alex Marono Porto. 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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Twenty-Four Hours of Authoritarianism

<span>Donald Trump had a very busy Tuesday.</span>

by Jonathan Chait




Not long ago, I ran into an old friend, a well-regarded Democratic intellectual who recently has moved to my right, but who still holds liberal values and is not a Donald Trump supporter. After we commiserated about the excesses of the far left, I mentioned offhandedly that Trump's maniacal authoritarianism makes the fact that Democrats can't get their act together so much worse.

He reacted, to my surprise, with indignation. Trump wasn't canceling elections, he protested, nor was he calling brownshirts into the streets. So how could I call the president authoritarian?

Many highly educated Americans share my friend's intuition. They believe that if elections are occurring and criticism of the president is not banned outright, then democracy is not under threat. They fail to see the administration's slow-moving efforts to break down the norms and institutional barriers that otherwise inhibit the ruling party from asphyxiating its opposition. Political scientists who study democracy have a term that clarifies the phenomenon: democratic backsliding. Backslide far enough, and you end up in something called "competitive authoritarianism." Elections are still held, but the ruling party has commandeered so many institutions in society and has violated so many laws to enhance its own power that the opposition hardly stands a chance. These are dry phrases, but they capture the way in which democracy and authoritarianism are not binary alternatives, but values that lie on a continuum.

Steven Levitsky: The new authoritarianism

I thought back to my friend's comments yesterday, because in a single day, Trump took or was revealed to have taken six shocking new assaults on liberal democracy. They would have been shocking, anyway, before he spent a decade bludgeoning our civic nerve endings to the point where these things now register as mere routine politics.

Yesterday alone:

1. Trump floated the notion of arresting New York City Democratic mayoral nominee Zohran Mamdani. The president was responding to a question about Mamdani's promise to "stop masked ICE agents from deporting our neighbors." But he proceeded to suggest that he was explicitly targeting Mamdani's political beliefs--"We don't need a communist in this country"--and publicly entertained the groundless accusation that Mamdani, a U.S. citizen, is "here illegally."

2. Trump threatened to prosecute CNN for reporting on the existence of an app that allows users to alert one another to ICE activity and on a Defense Intelligence Agency preliminary analysis suggesting that American air strikes had set back Iran's nuclear program by only a few months. "We're working with the Department of Justice to see if we can prosecute them for that," Homeland Security Secretary Kristi Noem announced, referring to the ICE-app story, "because what they're doing is actively encouraging people to avoid law enforcement activities, operations and we're going to actually go after them and prosecute them." Trump endorsed Noem's threat, and added, "They may be prosecuted also for giving false reports on the attack on Iran."

3. The president mused about the prospect of financially punishing Elon Musk for criticizing the Republican megabill. "No more Rocket launches, Satellites, or Electric Car Production, and our Country would save a FORTUNE," he wrote on Truth Social. "Perhaps we should have DOGE take a good, hard, look at this? BIG MONEY TO BE SAVED!!!"

To examples such as these, my friend might reply that Trump doesn't always deliver on his rhetoric. That is true, but only to a point. Especially in his second term, Trump follows through on quite a lot of his threats. Indeed, yesterday's litany of authoritarian moves is not limited to words. It includes at least three actions:

4. The New York Times reported that Trump has appointed Jared L. Wise to the Justice Department's Weaponization Working Group. In 2023, federal prosecutors had charged Wise, a former FBI agent, for participating in the storming of the Capitol on January 6, 2021, allegedly egging on fellow rioters to assault police officers with shouts of "Kill 'em! Kill 'em! Kill 'em!" Like the rest of the January 6 defendants, Wise was pardoned on the first day of Trump's second term. Now he is working under Ed Martin, a fellow supporter of Trump's efforts to secure an unelected second term in 2021, and who has tried to intimidate various administration targets with a variety of legal and extralegal punishments.

Tom Nichols: Ed Martin has completely disqualified himself

5. The administration impounded $7 billion of Education Department funding for after-school and summer programs, English learners, teacher training, and other school functions. The funds had been appropriated by Congress, but Trump once again decided to seize the power of the purse from Congress for himself, in violation of the structure laid out by the Constitution.

6. Paramount, the parent company of CBS, settled a groundless nuisance lawsuit Trump had filed against the CBS show 60 Minutes. The suit absurdly claims that Trump suffered mental distress because the show aired an interview with Kamala Harris in 2024 that had been edited for length (which is, in fact, standard practice in television news, as Trump and his lawyers surely know). The only apparent reason Paramount settled was to grease the skids for the Trump administration to approve the company's bid to buy a Hollywood studio. (The company has denied that this was its motivation.)

None of these moves is a one-off. All follow what has become standard practice in the second Trump term. The president has declared a new order in which the supporters of his insurrection have been vindicated and freed from any consequences for their crimes, the president claims sole authority over the government's powers of spending and regulation, and these powers are to be used only to punish his enemies and reward his friends.

This new order, if unchecked, will at some point reach a level at which opposition becomes prohibitively dangerous and the commanding heights of business, media, and academia all submit to Trump's whims. We might not arrive at that end point. But it is very clearly where Trump is trying to take us.
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They Didn't Have to Do This

<span>By passing Donald Trump's One Big Beautiful Bill Act, congressional Republicans have talked themselves into an incomprehensibly reckless plan. </span>

by Jonathan Chait




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


In their heedless rush to enact a deficit-exploding tax bill so massive that they barely understand it, Senate Republicans call to mind a scene in The Sopranos. A group of young aspiring gangsters decides to stick up a Mafia card game in hopes of gaining the mobsters' respect and being brought into the crew. At the last moment, the guys briefly reconsider, before one of them supplies the decisive argument in favor of proceeding: "Let's do it before the crank wears off." After that, things go as you might expect.

Like the Mafia wannabes, congressional Republicans have talked themselves into a plan so incomprehensibly reckless that to describe it is to question its authors' sanity. As of today's 50-50 Senate vote, with Vice President J. D. Vance breaking the tie, the House and Senate have passed their own versions of the bill. The final details still have to be negotiated, but the foundational elements are clear enough. Congress is about to impose immense harm on tens of millions of Americans--taking away their health insurance, reducing welfare benefits, raising energy costs, and more--in order to benefit a handful of other Americans who least need the help. The bill almost seems designed to generate a political backlash.

Given that President Donald Trump and the GOP, unlike the morons in The Sopranos, are not collectively under the influence of crystal meth, the question naturally arises: Why are they doing this?

Republicans have historically been hesitant to pay for their tax cuts via offsetting cuts to government spending. This is politically rational in the short term. Reductions to government programs affect a much larger group of voters than the slice of wealthy Americans who benefit from GOP tax cuts. To avoid that backlash, congressional Republicans typically finance their tax bills with increased borrowing rather than reduced spending. The goal is to put the costs off to the distant future.

The One Big Beautiful Bill Act employs this technique, adding some $3 trillion to the national debt. But because the cost of the tax cuts is so massive, and the budget deficit already so large, Republicans could not put the entire cost on the credit card this time. Instead, they plan to pay for a portion of the cost with budget cuts. This will expose them to a kind of blowback they have never experienced before.

Polling shows that the megabill is about 20 points underwater, reflecting the fact that its basic outline--a regressive tax cut paired with reduced spending on Medicaid--violates the public's moral intuitions. And however much voters oppose the legislation in the abstract, they will hate it far more once it takes effect.

Republicans have mostly brushed off this brutal reality with happy talk. During a pep rally to psych up Congress to push the bill through before the crank wears off, Trump tried to reassure nervous legislators that the voters wouldn't mind. "We're cutting $1.7 trillion in this bill, and you're not going to feel any of it," he explained.

Trump was nodding at the claim that cuts to health-care subsidies and food assistance would be limited to fraudulent beneficiaries and other waste. Not only is this nowhere close to true, but there is also no conceivable world in which it could be true. Even if $1.7 trillion worth of benefits really were going to undocumented immigrants or fraudsters, the cuts would still affect the doctors and hospitals who give them care, the farmers and grocers who sell them food, and so on.

Jonathan Chait: The cynical Republican plan to cut Medicaid

In reality, the megabill will take food assistance away from some 3 million Americans, while causing 12 million to lose their health insurance. That is how you save money: by taking benefits away from people. Congress is not finding magical efficiencies. To the contrary, the bill introduces inefficiencies by design. The main way it will throw people off their health insurance is by requiring Medicaid recipients to show proof of employment. States that have tried this have found the paperwork so onerous that most people who lose their insurance are actually Medicaid-eligible but unable to navigate the endless bureaucratic hassle. The end result will be to punish not only the millions of Americans who lose Medicaid but also the millions more who will pay an infuriating time tax by undergoing periodic miniature IRS audits merely to maintain access to basic medical care.

Another source of cost savings in the megabill involves killing tax credits and subsidies for renewable energy. Because renewables supply some 90 percent of new energy capacity in the United States, and because electricity demand is rising dramatically, these components of the bill will raise household costs, with the highest spikes hitting Texas, Oklahoma, Kansas, Missouri, Kentucky, and South Carolina, which have huge wind and solar resources.

Perhaps the most severe political risk of the megabill is the potential for setting off a debt crisis. Rising deficits can cause interest rates to rise, which forces the government to borrow more money to pay the interest on its debt, which in turn puts even more upward pressure on rates, in a potentially disastrous spiral. This prospect is far from certain, but should it come to pass, it would dwarf the other harms of the bill.

You'd think sheer venal self-interest, if nothing else, would cause members of the Republican majority to hesitate before wreaking havoc on multiple economic sectors. Yet none of these outcomes has given them pause.

One explanation is that they don't understand just how unpopular the bill is apt to be when it takes effect. Many Republicans rely on party-aligned media for their news, and these sources have mostly cheered the bill while ignoring its downsides. Both chambers of Congress have rushed the bill through with minimal scrutiny, shielding members from exposure to concerns. Even the White House seems unaware of what exactly it's pressuring Congress to do. Yesterday, when a reporter asked Press Secretary Karoline Leavitt about the megabill's proposed tax on wind and solar energy, she appeared totally unfamiliar with the measure and punted the question. (The tax provision was later removed.)

When the Affordable Care Act passed, 15 years ago, Republicans protested that the law had been rushed through Congress. That was not true: The ACA was painstakingly shaped over the course of a year. But the attack seems to have revealed a belief among Republicans that speed and secrecy are political advantages that a shrewd party would employ. They have utilized this method to stampede members of Congress into enacting sweeping social change with minimal contemplation.

The second explanation is that Republicans in Congress, or at least some of them, do understand the consequences of their actions, and are willing to accept the political risk because they truly believe in what they're doing. Republicans have, after all, spent decades fighting to reduce the progressivity of the tax code and to block the expansion of guaranteed health care for people unable to purchase it on their own.

The third explanation is that the political logic of doing the president's bidding has created an unstoppable momentum. Trump has been flexible on the specifics of the legislation. (He floated slightly raising the top tax rate on the rich, to disarm a Democratic attack on it, only for Republicans in Congress to shoot him down.) His sine qua non for the bill is that it be big and beautiful. Using Trumpian lingo to label the bill was a clever decision to brand it as a Trump bill rather than to identify the measure by its much less popular contents.

Annie Lowrey: A big, bad, very ugly bill

Trump has accordingly treated internal dissent ruthlessly. When Elon Musk denounced the bill for blowing up the debt and cutting energy technology, Trump threatened to cut Musk's federal subsidies (subsidies that, curiously enough, he had no previous objection to maintaining). When Senator Thom Tillis of North Carolina criticized the bill's Medicaid cuts, Trump threatened to back a primary challenger in next year's midterms. Tillis immediately announced that he will not seek reelection.

Republicans in Congress have grumbled, occasionally trying to exert leverage to force policy changes. But, with rare exceptions, they have never entertained the prospect of actually opposing Trump's big, beautiful bill. Their criticism begins from the premise that its passage is necessary. They keep repeating the phrase "Failure is not an option," a mantra that seems designed to prevent them from considering the possibility that passing the bill could be worse than the alternative. Senator Josh Hawley wrote a New York Times op-ed opposing Medicaid cuts, then fell in line. "This has been an unhappy episode here in Congress, this effort to cut Medicaid," he told NBC News, referring to an effort that he then personally participated in by voting in favor of the bill.

Or perhaps Republicans in Washington have simply grown inured to Trump-era warnings of catastrophe, which have blared for a decade on end, with accelerating frequency during the second Trump term. Trump has gone to war with the global economy, unilaterally slashed huge swaths of the government, threatened to imprison his enemies, and so on, and yet these affronts never quite bring the widespread devastation--and public revolt--that Trump's critics warn of. One gets the sense that elected Republicans have stopped listening.

They have picked a bad time to let their guard down, however, because this bill is different. One way is that legislation, unlike executive action, is not subject to the TACO principle; once a law has been passed, Trump can't just quietly back down. The other is that they will all have cast a vote for it. An angry public won't merely blame Trump. The ignominy for the disaster will fall upon its authors.
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The One-and-Done Doctrine

The president has railed against America's "endless wars." But he's found a style of attack that he likes.

by Missy Ryan, Ashley Parker




Weeks before he ended his first term, in December 2020, President Donald Trump was outraged that leaders in Tehran had announced plans to accelerate its nuclear program. He had a simple question: Why don't we just bomb Iran?



His advisers walked him through the options but cautioned that such an operation would likely result in the downing of American planes and the start of a regional war. Trump dropped the idea. "He didn't want to leave a shit sandwich for his successor," a former official told us. "He also recognized it wasn't time yet."



Last weekend, with Iranian defenses worn to a nub by days of Israeli attacks, the time finally came. The surprise assault by B-2 bombers, which dropped 30,000-pound "bunker-buster" bombs onto underground enrichment facilities, marked the most dramatic military action that Trump has ordered in either of his terms as president. The attack showed how Trump's attitudes toward the use of force have evolved as he has grown more confident in his instincts as commander in chief and surrounded himself with advisers disinclined to challenge him. But it also reflected what hasn't changed: Trump is willing to embrace serious risk in approving military operations, so long as it's in a discrete burst rather than a sustained campaign. The president described the weekend bombing as a one-off that "obliterated" Iran's nuclear program, not the start of a larger war.



If any Trump doctrine for military action does exist, it is perhaps best understood as the One-and-Done Doctrine.



Read: The new MAGA world order



"Trump likes to think he can fire a bullet and leave the O.K. Corral, that the first move is decisive and the end of activity," Kori Schake, the director of defense and foreign-policy studies at the American Enterprise Institute and a contributing writer at The Atlantic, told us.



It's not clear, however, that one attack will be enough. Assessments of the operation's impact on Iran's nuclear capability are divided, and Tehran is already vowing to push ahead, suggesting that additional U.S. action may be required if a diplomatic solution isn't reached.



During his first term, Trump railed against the "endless" and "forever wars" he had inherited, clashing repeatedly with his top security advisers as he sought to end counterinsurgent missions and pull troops from allied nations as part of his "America First" agenda. He also demonstrated willingness to deploy military force at significant moments, lobbing cruise missiles at Syria after chemical-weapons attacks, intensifying the air campaign against the Islamic State, and authorizing high-stakes operations such as the commando raid targeting ISIS boss Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi and the drone strike killing Iranian military leader Qassem Soleimani.



Trump took office in 2017 boasting that he knew better than "the generals." But just days into the job, the first military operation he authorized--a hostage-recovery raid in Yemen--went badly awry: A Navy SEAL and numerous civilians were killed, and a $70 million aircraft was destroyed.



Other ventures were more successful: Trump oversaw a surge in progress in the campaign against ISIS, which began under President Barack Obama, as U.S. war planes beat back the militants in Syria. But when the advances slowed, Trump began to push for an end to the American presence--much to the chagrin of his military advisers. The turn revealed Trump's discomfort with sustained campaigns that didn't show measurable results, or that carried any whiff of a quagmire. In Afghanistan, the president pressed for a negotiated exit after the initial surge in military action he authorized--including the bombing of drug labs and the use of an explosive dubbed the "Mother of All Bombs"--failed to yield decisive results.



All the while, Trump was feuding with some of his closest military aides. Jim Mattis, the Marine general who served as Trump's first defense secretary, resigned in protest in 2018 after having attempted to block what he viewed as dangerous actions by the president. Mattis even defied demands from then-National Security Adviser H. R. McMaster for the Pentagon to send options for striking Iran. Trump also railed against historic arrangements he believed exploited American generosity, including U.S. support for NATO and the presence of American troops in places such as Germany and South Korea.



Read: A senior White House official defines the Trump doctrine: 'We're America, bitch'



One outside adviser said that characterizing Trump as an isolationist misses the mark. "He has a pretty well-established history of dramatic short bursts of kinetic action, but not sustained military involvement in things," the adviser told us. He suggested a precedent in President Andrew Jackson, who embraced nationalism and economically motivated expansionism for 19th-century America. Trump "doesn't have an ideology, but if you had to try to sum it up, it's more Jacksonian than isolationist or anti-interventionist," the adviser told us.



Many of the president's advisers told us they believe that his blunt, tough-guy talk and his unpredictable tendencies--akin to Richard Nixon's "madman theory"--have been effective in establishing deterrence with foreign adversaries. But Trump's volatility has also at times frustrated his own advisers. In 2019, he made an eleventh-hour decision to call off a planned retaliatory strike on Iranian missile batteries in response to the country's downing of a large U.S. drone over the Strait of Hormuz. The decision was based on an estimate of potential casualties on the ground in Iran that one military official said was wildly inaccurate. Then-National Security Adviser John Bolton and Secretary of State Mike Pompeo were aghast at the choice to call off the strike, which they believed was proportionate and would deter future attacks.



"He's capable of changing his mind right up until the very end, and when he's finally decided that the decision has been carried out and he can't reverse it, it's very stressful for him," Bolton told us. He said the recent Iran strikes tracked with the president's preference for stand-alone, epic actions: "It fits with his short attention span, and it fits with the fact he doesn't have a philosophy; he doesn't have a grand strategy."



When Bolton worked in the first Trump administration, he was frequently at odds with the president. This time around, Trump has few people questioning his calls. Even those who are leery of foreign entanglement have fallen in line to support the strikes. Vice President J. D. Vance, for instance, has led the charge in recent days in messaging that the Iran operation was not about regime change, but rather the more narrow goal of debilitating the country's nuclear program.



Vance is "going to be supportive of whatever the president wants to do, and there's never going to be any daylight between the two of them, even privately," the outside adviser told us.



Marco Rubio, now serving as secretary of state and national security adviser, has been "very deferential" to Trump, the adviser added. CIA Director John Ratcliffe, meanwhile, has kept to his position's traditional lane, laying out the intelligence but not pushing any particular policy actions. "If he is putting his thumb on the scale one way or the other, then people aren't going to trust his intelligence," the adviser told us.



The White House is adamant both that Trump gets the advice he needs and that he never gets his decisions wrong. "President Trump has assembled a talented, world-class team who evaluate all angles of any given issue to provide the President a fulsome view," White House Deputy Press Secretary Anna Kelly wrote to us in an emailed statement. "Ultimately, the President evaluates all options and makes the decision he feels is best for the country--and he has been proven right about everything time and again."



Retired General Frank McKenzie, who commanded U.S. forces in the Middle East when Trump targeted Soleimani, noted that the most dire possible scenarios following the Soleimani strike and after those on the nuclear sites haven't borne out--at least so far. That may be because, in his view, Trump has accrued more credibility than other American presidents when it comes to threatening Iran.



"He's got a verifiable, auditable trail. He struck Iran twice; no other American president has done that," McKenzie told us.



Read: Trump knows Iran has wanted him dead



Trump's Iran operation marked an unexpected deviation from what has been his administration's second-term focus on negotiations. Trump has said he wants diplomatic deals that not only halt Iran's nuclear ambitions but also end the wars in Ukraine, Gaza, and beyond. Now Trump may have more leverage in those talks.



"This guy really wanted a negotiation, and now he's done his one-and-done, and he wants to go back to negotiations," Ian Bremmer, who leads the consultancy and research firm Eurasia Group, told us.



One of Trump's more curious moves since returning to office was his decision to authorize a weeks-long air campaign against Houthi rebels in Yemen. The Biden administration had occasionally struck military targets in Yemen but had judged that the Houthis were unlikely to drop their tactic of attacking commercial and naval vessels, no matter what kind of military beating they received.



Trump abruptly halted the campaign and declared victory in May, even though the Houthis retain significant military capability and vowed to continue their assaults on Israel. But Trump had moved on. That may not be so easy if Iran resumes its nuclear activity or continues to support proxy militant groups throughout the Middle East.



"You're going to have a hard time ignoring Iran," the former official told us, "and it's going to be much harder to change the subject."
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The Anniversary That Democrats Would Be Wise to Forget

The surest way for the party to end its prolonged slump is to jump straight to 2028.

by Mark Leibovich




Yesterday marked one year since Joe Biden's debate meltdown against Donald Trump. Happy anniversary to those who observe such things, or are triggered by such things. Please celebrate responsibly.

For Democrats, the debacle was a harsh awakening and the start of an ongoing spiral. Prior to that night, they could hold on to the delusion that the party might somehow eke out one last victory from Biden's degraded capacity and ward off another four-year assault from Donald Trump. But that all exploded into the gruesome reality of June 27, 2024. Every interested viewer that night remembers where they were, their various feelings (depending on their perspectives) of revulsion, grief, glee, or disbelief.

I was watching at home, thinking for some reason that Biden might exceed his humble expectations. He had managed to do this periodically on big stages during his presidency--including the feisty State of the Union address he'd turned in a few months earlier. But by the time Biden walked to his podium in Atlanta, it was clear that was not happening. Something was off. The elderly president looked visibly stiffer than usual, like he was wrapped in cardboard. As co-moderator Jake Tapper of CNN unfurled his opening question--about rising grocery and home prices--Biden's eyes bugged out, as if he was stunned. His face was a drab gray color. I remember thinking there was something wrong with my TV, until the texts started rolling in. A friend observed that Biden looked "mummified" on the stage. "Is he sick?" my wife asked as she entered the room.

Not a great start.

And this was before Biden had even said a word. Then he spoke--or tried to. Biden's voice didn't really work at first. It was raspy; he kept stopping, starting, dry-coughing. After a few sentences, everything was worse. "Oh my god," came another text, which was representative of the early returns. "My mother told me she's crying," read another. (This person's mother is evidently not a Trump supporter.) My wife left the room.

Mark Leibovich: Where is Barack Obama?

Now here we are a year later. Democrats have been battered by events since. First among them was Trump's victory in November, in which traditional Democratic constituencies such as Black, Hispanic, and young voters defected to the GOP in large numbers. This was followed by the onslaught of Trump's second administration. Democrats keep getting described (or describing themselves) as being "in the wilderness," though at this point "the wilderness" might be a generous description; it at least offers peace and quiet--as opposed to, say, your average Democratic National Committee meeting in 2025.

Or, for that matter, the aftermath of this week's Democratic primary in the New York City mayor's race. Zohran Mamdani, a democratic socialist state assemblyman from Queens, became an instant It Boy with his upset of scandal-soiled former Governor Andrew Cuomo. As happens with many progressive sensations these days, Mamdani's victory was immediately polarizing. New York Democrats seem split over the result: On one side are lukewarm establishment titans such as Senate and House Minority Leaders Chuck Schumer and Hakeem Jeffries; on the other are progressive demigods such as Representative Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez and Senator Bernie Sanders.

The usual Democratic divides revealed themselves: insurgent versus establishment, socialist-adjacent versus moderate, young versus old (except for Bernie, the ageless octogenarian forever big with the kids). The deeply unpopular incumbent, Eric Adams, who was elected as a Democrat in 2021, is running for reelection as an independent; despite getting trounced in the primary, Cuomo plans to stay in the race--running on something called the "Fight and Deliver" ballot line. Mamdani is the clear favorite to prevail in November. But no one knows anything for sure, except that everything feels like a muddled mess, which has pretty much been the Democrats' default posture since the Abomination in Atlanta a year ago.

The party's grass roots are showing genuine energy these days. Sanders and Ocasio-Cortez drew five-figure crowds at their "Fighting Oligarchy" rallies this spring. The nationwide "No Kings" protests two weekends ago were indicative of a galvanized protest movement eager to be led. Yet these signs of Trump resistance are mostly happening separate from the Democratic apparatus. As my colleague David Graham recently wrote, the "No Kings" spectacles were themselves, paradoxically, a sign of how rudderless the party now finds itself. With a few exceptions, the Democratic leadership ranks have been largely AWOL. They toggle and flail between quiet paralysis and loud frustration, especially with one another.

Mark Leibovich: The week that changed everything for Gavin Newsom

Democrats have spent an inordinate amount of time and energy relitigating Biden's tenure in the White House--whether he was fit to be there and how frail he had become. The phrase cognitive decline still comes up a lot, for obvious reasons, none of them fun or especially constructive. The 2024 campaign has also come in for a spirited rehash--especially among factions of Biden world, the Kamala Harris-Tim Walz campaign, and the various PACs and outside groups ostensibly designed to support them. Republicans have of course relished every chance to revisit Biden's deterioration. The media have hammered this theme as well, most notably Tapper and his co-author, Alex Thompson of Axios, whose blockbuster autopsy, Original Sin, has been at or near the top of The New York Times' nonfiction best-seller list for several weeks.

The surest way for Democrats to move on would be to jump straight to the future: Look to 2028, as quickly as possible. Presidential campaigns at their best can be forward-looking, wide-open, and aspirational. Yes, local elections--and certainly the 2026 midterms--are important, and maybe even promising for the party. But not as important as picking a new national leader, something the Democrats have not really done since Barack Obama was first elected in 2008. Among the many tragedies of Biden's last act was that he delayed his party, indefinitely, from anointing its next generation.

Trump himself might not be on the ballot in 2028, but he's still giving his opposition plenty to run against. So Democrats might as well take the show national and start now, if for no other reason than to escape from fractures of the present and circular nightmares of the recent past. Which began, more or less, on June 27 of last year. When Democrats stop dwelling on that disaster and what followed, that might signal that they're finally getting somewhere.
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The Red State Where Republicans Aren't Afraid of Trump

Some of the last remaining GOP holdouts hail from the same state.

by Russell Berman




Donald Trump's least favorite House Republican, Representative Thomas Massie of Kentucky, likes to do an exaggerated impression of the president. As he recounted a long-ago phone call from Trump before a crowd of supporters in his district, Massie dropped the register of his voice to an octave resembling Yogi Bear's. "It started out with: I'm more libertarian than you are," Massie said. "And it ended with: Well, you're going to get a primary if you vote for this."

The eruption that followed created a scene that you're unlikely to see anywhere else in America these days: a roomful of Republicans laughing at Trump's expense.

The 54-year-old has been frustrating Trump since the beginning of the president's first term. The two are now fighting over the extent of Trump's war powers--Massie called the air strikes on Iran unconstitutional--and the president's "big, beautiful bill," which the seventh-term lawmaker opposed, one of just two House Republicans to do so.

Massie is frequently a lone critic of the president in the 220-member House GOP caucus. But he's not such a solitary voice in the Kentucky delegation. The Bluegrass State backed Trump by 30.5 percentage points last year--one of his largest margins in the country. Nationwide, Republicans are more united around Trump than they've ever been. Yet Kentucky has become a rare hotbed of GOP resistance to the president's agenda.

Read: Mitch McConnell and the president he calls 'despicable'

Senator Rand Paul of Kentucky, an early Trump presidential rival in 2016, is an ideological ally of Massie's; he's criticized the president's tariffs, his expansion of executive authority, and the deficit-busting legislation that contains the bulk of Trump's economic agenda. Then there's the state's senior senator, Mitch McConnell. Liberated from his commitments as Republican leader, the soon-to-retire McConnell has denounced Trump's Ukraine policy and his tariffs. He voted against more of the president's Cabinet nominees--Pete Hegseth, the defense secretary; Robert Kennedy Jr., the health secretary; and Tulsi Gabbard, the director of national intelligence--than any other GOP senator.

McConnell, Paul, and Massie occasionally oppose Trump from different sides. But together they form a powerful bloc among the seven Republicans in Kentucky's eight-man congressional delegation, and their stands against the president are angering many of Trump's diehard supporters in the state, who feel oddly unrepresented by the lawmakers they've sent to Washington. "We voted for Trump to straighten some things out," Devon Cain, a 77-year-old retiree, told me outside a farm-supply store in Winchester, a small town outside of Lexington. "Why a Republican would want to buck him, I don't know." Mark Wallingford, a physician in rural Mason County, is even more livid. "I will not vote for Thomas Massie. And if he is unopposed, I just wouldn't vote," he told me after a local GOP meeting.

The clashes between Trump and the Kentucky trio are a sensitive topic among state GOP officials, many of whom are hesitant to take sides against either the popular president or their influential local leaders. "I'm MAGA all the way, and I'm Massie all the way," Ken Moellman Sr., a retiree and one of Massie's constituents in northern Kentucky, told me. He compared the Trump-Massie relationship to a marriage. "Sometimes you disagree, but when you disagree, that doesn't mean you get divorced."

The twice-divorced president seems to be pining for a breakup, however. He has repeatedly called for Massie's defeat in a primary--"GET THIS 'BUM' OUT OF OFFICE, ASAP!!!" Trump posted on Monday--and two of his top allies have formed a Kentucky political-action committee to recruit a GOP challenger in Massie's district. The group began running a 30-second ad last week urging voters to "fire Thomas Massie." Although Massie has aggressively raised money off the president's attacks, he professes to not care about the threat to his seat. Trump, Massie likes to boast, earned fewer votes in Kentucky's Fourth Congressional District than he did. "I'm not worried about losing," he told me last month in the Capitol.

To outsiders, Kentucky's politics can be hard to grasp. In some respects, the state is no different than any other Republican stronghold. Outside of the urban centers of Louisville and Lexington, Kentucky is largely rural and conservative. The state has not backed a Democrat for president or for the U.S. Senate since the 1990s. All but one of Kentucky's six House members are Republican, as are the majorities in both chambers of its legislature.

But even as the state has gone decisively for Trump the past three elections, it has twice elected a Democratic governor, Andy Beshear. And the pair of Republicans that voters have sent to the Senate, McConnell and Paul, are as different from one another as any two senators from the same party in the country. McConnell is the institutionalist: a Reaganite and a Kentucky power broker who is now one of the last members of the GOP's old guard still serving in Congress. Paul arrived in Washington as part of the Tea Party wave of 2010, having upset a McConnell-backed front-runner in the primary by campaigning as a spending hawk. Massie won election to the House two years later on the Tea Party banner. "We've always been a bit all over the place in the candidates that we support," Rick VanMeter, a strategist from Kentucky who has worked for several Republicans in the state, told me.

Although McConnell and Paul vote with Trump more often than they cross him, the president lacks a loyalist in the state's most powerful offices. That will probably change after next year's election to fill McConnell's seat, which Republicans will be heavily favored to win. The two leading candidates, Representative Andy Barr and Kentucky's former attorney general Daniel Cameron, are each stressing their support for Trump's agenda. Another contender, Nate Morris--who has ties to Vice President J. D. Vance and Donald Trump Jr.--joined the race this week.

None of them is likely to highlight their connection to McConnell, whose popularity among Kentucky Republicans has plummeted in the years since he steered Trump's tax cuts and the president's three Supreme Court nominees through the Senate. (In fact, McConnell has been America's least popular senator for more than four years, according to one metric.) McConnell blamed Trump for the Capitol riot on January 6 (although he voted to acquit him in the Senate's impeachment trial), and he endorsed Trump only reluctantly last year. Multiple falls and freezing spells have slowed the 83-year-old, contributing to his decision not to seek an eighth Senate term in 2026. As I traveled around Kentucky last week, a few Republicans hailed McConnell's past leadership and the billions in funding that he's secured for the state. But hardly anyone I spoke with was sad to see him go. "I can't stand him. He's a traitor," Don Reilly, a Trump backer and former president of the Boone County Business Association in northern Kentucky, told me.

Read: Congressional Republicans vs. reality

The conflict among Republicans has put Kentucky Democrats in the awkward position of rooting for Paul, Massie, and McConnell to hold the line against Trump, with the hope that their opposition could force him to retreat on tariffs or sink the president's megabill. Last week I found a group of Democrats demonstrating outside of McConnell's office, urging him to reject the GOP legislation that would slash Medicaid while extending Trump's first-term tax cuts and boosting spending on immigration enforcement and the Pentagon. They were unimpressed by McConnell's more recent criticism of Trump. "He gets credit for that, but it's too little, too late," Leah Netherland, a 69-year-old retiree, told me. "He is in large part responsible for Trump."

Beshear, whose success in a deep-red state has attracted national notice, seems to be watching the GOP infighting with some bemusement. "If Senator Paul, Senator McConnell, and I all say that tariffs are a bad idea, it's because they're a really bad idea," the governor told me after a Juneteenth event in Lexington. Yet Beshear can only cheer them on so much. None of the Republicans battling Trump are centrists; Paul and Massie are opposing the president's bill because it doesn't cut spending deeply enough. "The bill needs to die, but not for the reasons they're talking about," Beshear said.

The louder voices of discontent in Kentucky, however, are coming from Trump's base, which is heeding the president's call to ramp up pressure on his Republican critics. With McConnell retiring and Paul not up for reelection until 2028, the immediate target is Massie. Trump's backers in Washington and Kentucky are casting about for a serious challenger in Massie's district, and a few state legislators are considering the race, Republicans in the state told me. (One conservative, Niki Lee Ethington, a nurse and former parole officer, has launched a campaign, but she is not well known throughout the district.) Massie's base in northern Kentucky has a large libertarian contingent, and since his first reelection in 2014, he's never won fewer than 75 percent of votes in a primary.

But a well-funded, Trump-backed campaign, should one emerge, would be something else entirely. In addition to motivating the president's frustrated base, a challenger could activate local Republicans who believe Massie's refusal to fight for the district's share of federal spending has hurt its bid for needed infrastructure projects. "They're kind of over Massie's schtick," VanMeter, the GOP strategist, told me.

Gallatin County, which sits along the Ohio River about an hour's drive south of Cincinnati, is the second-smallest of Kentucky's 120 counties. It's one of 21 counties in Massie's congressional district, which stretches nearly 200 miles from the outskirts of Louisville to the state's eastern border. Last week, the quarterly meeting of Gallatin's Republican Party drew just eight attendees, who sat around folding tables at the public library in Warsaw, the county seat. The main order of business was a vote on whether to spend some of the roughly $1,800 that the committee had in its campaign account--a number nearly equivalent to Warsaw's population--on new signage for the party to display at festivals, county fairs, and other events.

The bickering between Trump and Kentucky's GOP rebels did not come up, and perhaps that was for the best. Like many party organizations in the district, Gallatin's Republicans are divided over the Trump-Massie feud. The committee's vice chair, Wayne Rassman, told me he had grown frustrated with Massie's opposition to the president. "He's not listening to the people in his district," Rassman told me. "I don't know what made him go off the deep end." The party treasurer, Donna Terry, said that she used to be for Massie but no longer is. "I'm a little fed up," she told me. Both of them said they would probably back a primary challenger next year.

The chair of Gallatin's GOP is Jim Kinman, a 51-year-old delivery specialist. He accepted the post reluctantly, explaining to me that the state party had told the county committee that it would be disbanded if it didn't elect a slate of officers. When I caught up with Kinman after the meeting, he lowered his voice before wading into the Trump-Massie fracas. He said that he had never gotten into the "cultish" dynamic surrounding Trump, whom he did not support in 2016. "Generally, he's done a good job," Kinman said of the president. But, he added, "when the rubber meets the road, I'm going to be with Thomas."

Kinman told me that his loyalty to Massie has caused consternation among his fellow Republicans in the area, but he wasn't budging. "Thomas legitimately is the only person I trust more than myself," Kinman said. Whereas many Kentucky Republicans want their representatives to back Trump unconditionally, Kinman said he admired Massie's adherence to his longtime principles. He compared him favorably to Paul, who is often aligned with Massie but has been a bit more open to compromise during the Trump era. (Kinman had nothing nice to say about McConnell, referring to him both as "a snake" and "the turtle.") "We got plenty of people that are for rent," Kinman said of politicians who too easily trade away their values. "I'm glad that Thomas is not."

Massie was about to go bowling last weekend when Trump bombed Iran. With the House on recess, he was back in his district for an event with the Northern Kentucky Young Republicans, a group filled with his acolytes. The gathering was a relaxed affair--Massie nursed a Michelob Ultra and wore an untucked turquoise polo shirt--and represented a small show of force for his standing in the area. The organization has hosted other prominent Kentucky Republicans, including each of the major potential GOP contenders to replace McConnell in the Senate. But its president, T. J. Roberts, told me that Massie's event was the best attended.

At 27, Roberts is the second-youngest state legislator in Kentucky history and one of several conservatives known as "Massie's Nasties" for their loyalty to the seven-term representative--and for their occasional hardball campaign tactics. Like many at the bowling alley on Saturday night, Roberts said that he admires Massie and Trump with equal fervor. He told me that he didn't take the president's demand for a primary challenge seriously. "President Trump is using this as a pressure technique against other members who may sway," Roberts told me. "It's a smart move. If I were in his shoes, I'd do the same thing." As for Massie, Roberts said: "He's inoculated from primaries."

Yet without impugning Trump, Roberts made sure to remind the crowd of around 80 people of Massie's MAGA credentials. "There is no one who represents MAGA in Congress better than Thomas Massie," Roberts said. "He was MAGA before MAGA was a thing."

Massie began his speech by reminding the crowd of his overall support for Trump, but he tackled their disagreements head on, starting with the impending confrontation with Iran. Touting the resolution that he had introduced to block the president from ordering a unilateral military attack, Massie said, "I have his respect, and he has mine, but he cannot engage us in a war without a vote of Congress." The crowd applauded his stance. But unbeknownst to Massie, his argument was all but moot: Soon after he left the stage, Trump announced that U.S. warplanes had already struck Iran's nuclear sites.

Like Trump, Massie is a storyteller who revels in sharing behind-the-scenes anecdotes that many politicians prefer either to keep private or to divulge without their names attached. Sass is a core part of his image, both in person and on social media, where he frequently uses the tagline #sassywithmassie. (Earlier this week when Vance wondered whether other vice presidents experienced "as much excitement" as he has, Massie responded on X: "Ask Mike Pence about his last month," referring to January 6.)

Read: Republicans still can't say no to Trump

During his speech, Massie argued that Trump respected him "because he knows I'm not a yes man" while also slyly mocking the president in ways that few Republicans dare to do in public. Massie described a House Republican conference meeting last month during which Trump droned on about him for so long that he had assumed the president was talking about someone else. At one point, Trump compared Massie with Paul. "They're both from Kentucky, you can never get them to vote for anything, and they basically have the same hair," Trump explained, according to Massie. "Actually," the president quickly added, "I like Massie's hair better." As the crowd at the bowling alley laughed, Massie quipped, "Take the wins where you can get them!"

Despite Massie's outward confidence about the prospect of a Trump-backed primary challenge, he has made some small moves that suggest a desire to declare a truce. He agreed to withdraw his war-powers resolution after Trump announced a cease-fire between Israel and Iran, at least temporarily abandoning the Democrats who planned to push it forward anyway. And although Massie voted against Trump's megabill when it passed the House last month, he insisted that he was open to supporting its final passage if the Senate makes changes to his liking. "I'm a gettable vote!" he told me after his speech. (He explained his thinking this way to his supporters: "I'll vote for a crap sandwich. I just want a pickle and two slices of bread.")

I posed to Massie the question that had brought me to Kentucky in the first place: Why does a state that voted so strongly for Trump have such a disproportionate share of the president's GOP critics in high office? He replied by invoking Kentucky's divided status in the Civil War. "We were a border state," Massie said. "We are independent in Kentucky, and I don't think you can take our vote for granted, whether it's representatives or constituents." The coming months will test if that long-ago legacy still applies. Kentucky has clearly picked a side in the modern political wars, and its Republican voters must decide whether to force their remaining elected holdouts to join them.



*Lead image credit: Illustration by Allison Zaucha / The Atlantic. Sources: Tom Williams / CQ-Roll Call, Inc / Getty; Kevin Carter / Getty; Chris Kleponis / CNP / Bloomberg / Getty; Sepia Times / Getty
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Trump's Running Tab in the Abrego Garcia Case

The administration is cutting deals with felons, driving out federal prosecutors, and threatening to abandon its criminal case--all to avoid admitting error.

by Nick Miroff




The Trump administration's long, belabored campaign to prove that Kilmar Abrego Garcia is a gang leader, a terrorist, and an all-around bad guy--not a wrongfully deported Maryland man--has produced some extraordinary legal maneuvers. The administration fought Abrego Garcia's return from El Salvador all the way to the Supreme Court, lost, and eventually brought him back to the United States to slap him with criminal charges it had started investigating after it had already sent him to a foreign prison.

But with that criminal case off to a shaky start, the administration is threatening to deport Abrego Garcia again--this time to a country other than his native El Salvador--because the judge has ordered his release while the trial is pending. Having spent months trying to gather evidence against Abrego Garcia, the administration is suggesting it may walk away from it all by sending him to Mexico, Guatemala, or another nation willing to take him.

The threat of Abrego Garcia's imminent re-deportation prompted his attorneys to take the extraordinary step today of asking a district court to delay their client's release and keep him locked up for several more weeks to protect him from ICE. "The irony of this request is not lost on anyone," his attorneys told the court. "In a just world, he would not seek to prolong his detention further." The lawyers accused the government of pretending to want Abrego Garcia to face "American justice," while really only wanting to "convict him in the court of public opinion."

The head-spinning developments of the past several days add to the administration's running tab in a case that has challenged its determination to admit no wrongdoing. The case has produced nearly 57,000 pages of documents; ended the Department of Justice careers of one, perhaps two, prosecutors; and prompted the Trump administration to cut deals with convicted felons that protect them from deportation in exchange for testimony.

Some of the most remarkable accommodations appear in the transcript of a June 13 pretrial hearing for Abrego Garcia in Tennessee, where the government is trying to convict him of human smuggling. Under cross-examination by defense attorneys, the government's lead investigator, the Department of Homeland Security agent Peter Joseph, told the court that his primary cooperating witness--the source of the most damning testimony--is a twice-convicted felon who had been previously deported five times.

Magistrate Judge Barbara Holmes, who was presiding over the hearing, did a double take. "Sorry. Deported how many times?" she asked.

Joseph, who confirmed the total, said the cooperator has been moved out of prison to a halfway house and is now awaiting a U.S. work permit. He told the court that a second cooperating witness is seeking similar inducements from the government.

Trump and his top officials have said for months that their mass-deportation campaign would prioritize the swift removal of criminals from the United States. But in its effort to punish Abrego Garcia--who does not have a criminal record--the administration is protecting convicted felons from deportation.

Other costs include ending the 15-year career of a Department of Justice attorney, Erez Reuveni, who filed a whistleblower claim with Congress this week alleging that he had been fired for refusing to go along with unsubstantiated claims, pushed by the White House, that Abrego Garcia is an MS-13 gang leader and a terrorist.

When Reuveni's superiors told him to sign a legal brief making those claims, he refused, saying he "didn't sign up to lie" when he became a federal prosecutor. He was suspended seven hours later and fired on April 11.

Reuveni's career may not be the only DOJ casualty. Another federal prosecutor, Ben Schrader, the head of the criminal division at the U.S. attorney's office in Nashville, submitted his resignation last month when the government brought Abrego Garcia there to face charges. Schrader, who declined to comment and has not discussed his departure publicly, wrote in a LinkedIn post that "the only job description I've ever known is to do the right thing, in the right way, for the right reasons."

As Reuveni and others have pointed out, ICE officials initially recognized that Abrego Garcia had been deported on March 15 due to an "administrative error." His removal from the country was in violation of a 2019 order protecting him from being sent to El Salvador, which he fled at age 16, after a U.S. immigration judge found that he was likely to be attacked by gangs. At that point, the Trump administration could have brought Abrego Garcia back and deported him to another country, or reopened his case to try to strip him of his protected status. But Trump, Vice President J. D. Vance, Attorney General Pam Bondi, the White House aide Stephen Miller, and other administration officials dug in and insisted there was no error. They declared that Abrego Garcia would never come back and never go free in the United States. They launched an all-of-government campaign to make the case about his character, not his due-process rights.

How the Trump administration flipped on Kilmar Abrego Garcia

Abigail Jackson, a White House spokesperson, told me in a statement that Abrego Garcia "is a terrorist illegal alien gang member." Those who defend him "should take a good look in the mirror and ask themselves if they really want to side with this heinous illegal criminal," she said, "simply because they dislike President Trump."

"If the answer is yes, they need to seek help," Jackson added. "The American people elected President Trump to hold criminals like Abrego Garcia accountable."

But as attorneys for the Justice Department put it in a court filing Wednesday: "This is no typical case."

Not one, but two, overlapping cases will determine Abrego Garcia's fate. The first is the civil lawsuit that Abrego Garcia's wife, a U.S. citizen, filed in district court in Maryland in March, which seeks his release.

The Trump administration opened a second case when it brought Abrego Garcia back from El Salvador earlier this month to face criminal charges in Tennessee. The charges stem from a 2022 highway stop in which Abrego Garcia was pulled over in a Chevrolet Suburban by officers who said he'd been driving 70 miles per hour in a 65-miles-per-hour zone. Police said there were nine passengers in the vehicle and no luggage, raising suspicions of smuggling. Abrego Garcia told officers that he was driving construction workers from St. Louis to Maryland on behalf of his boss.

The highway-patrol officers reported the incident to federal authorities, but Abrego Garcia was not charged and was allowed to continue the journey. Police-bodycam footage of the stop was obtained and released by the Trump administration as it called him a "human trafficker" and later alleged, citing unnamed cooperating witnesses, that Abrego Garcia transported thousands of migrants during smuggling trips across the United States as part of a conspiracy dating back to 2016 that earned him roughly $100,000 a year.

Joseph, the Homeland Security investigator, said cooperating witnesses told him more: that Abrego Garcia transported guns and narcotics, that he sexually abused younger female passengers in his care, and that he routinely endangered underage minors, including his own children, whom he left sitting without seat belts on the floor of the vehicle during lengthy trips from Texas to Maryland. The government made its claims to convince Judge Holmes that Abrego Garcia should remain in federal custody while awaiting his criminal trial.

Holmes was not swayed. The defense attorneys representing Abrego Garcia pointed out that the government was relying on stories transmitted through multiple levels of hearsay--claims made outside court, not under oath--by cooperating witnesses seeking some benefit from the government.

"You've got agents going to jails and prisons around the United States right now trying to talk to people who you think might know something about Mr. Abrego?" the federal public defender Dumaka Shabazz asked Joseph, the investigator.

"They have done it through the course of the investigation, yes, sir," Joseph answered.

Shabazz told the court that the first cooperator, "despite all of his deportations, his criminal history, being the criminal mastermind behind a transport business," was "chilling at the halfway house."

"He's not in jail. He's not getting deported. He's living his life right here in the United States of America. But he sounds like the exact type of person that this government should be wanting to deport."

Holmes largely agreed, issuing a decision Sunday denying the government's attempt to keep Abrego Garcia locked up. Her decision did not seem to bode well for the evidence and testimony the government is preparing against Abrego Garcia.

Holmes said she gave "little weight to this hearsay testimony" of the top cooperating witness, whom she called "a two-time, previously-deported felon, and acknowledged ringleader of a human smuggling operation." Holmes wrote that she considered the hearsay statements of the second cooperator no more reliable.

Furthermore, she said the testimony and statements "defy common sense," because she did not believe the claims that Abrego Garcia drove thousands of miles every week with his children--two of whom have autism--sitting on the floor.

Another federal judge in Tennessee decided on Wednesday that Abrego Garcia should not remain in criminal custody. District Court Judge Waverly D. Crenshaw, who is overseeing the criminal case, said that the government had largely failed to prove he was a flight risk or a threat to the community.

The Trump administration made clear that as soon as Abrego Garcia was released, ICE could immediately take him back into custody. Then it played a new card, warning that ICE could try to deport Abrego Garcia before the criminal case goes to trial. By threatening to deport Abrego Garcia again, the government was pressuring his legal team and the judge to agree to his continued detention.

Kilmar Abrego Garcia was never coming back. Then he did. 

Crenshaw tried to shift responsibility from his courtroom back to the administration, saying that the Justice Department needed to convey its deportation concerns to DHS, which oversees ICE, not him. "If the Government finds this case to be as high priority as it argues here, it is incumbent upon it to ensure that Abrego is held accountable for the charges in the Indictment," Crenshaw wrote. "If the Department of Justice and DHS cannot do so, that speaks for itself."

Negotiations over where Abrego Garcia should go next ping-ponged through the courts yesterday, as his lawyers reacted to the administration saying one thing in court and other things in public.

At first, Abrego Garcia's attorneys in Maryland asked the district court to have him transferred there while he awaits the Tennessee criminal trial. "Absent order from this Court, the Government will likely shuttle Abrego Garcia elsewhere," they wrote.

The attorneys said the government's public statements "leave little doubt about its plan: remove Abrego Garcia to El Salvador once more." The last time the government detained Abrego Garcia for deportation, they noted, it sent him to detention facilities in Louisiana and Texas, a move they said was part of a "pattern" in which the administration sends detainees to those states in anticipation that the more conservative federal courts in that circuit are likelier to side with the government.

The administration's position became even more muddled after a Justice Department attorney told the court in Maryland that the administration was indeed planning to deport Abrego Garcia if he's released from custody but would send him to a country other than El Salvador. Abrego Garcia's 2019 protections--the ones that the Trump administration violated--prevent his deportation only to El Salvador. The Trump administration has secured agreements with Guatemala, Honduras, and other countries around the region to take back deportees from other nations.

The rushed, blundering effort to send deportees to third countries

Jackson, the White House spokesperson, said on social media last night that the Department of Justice threat to deport Abrego Garcia was "fake news" and that the criminal case in Tennessee would go forward. "He will face the full force of the American justice system - including serving time in American prison for the crimes he's committed," Jackson wrote.

In response to the mixed messages and distrust of the government's intentions, Abrego Garcia's lawyers wrote today that they would rather keep him in jail than trust the administration not to deport him. "When Mr. Abrego revealed the weaknesses in that case--securing the pretrial release to which he is entitled--the government threatened to remove him to a third country," they wrote.

Government attorneys said they intend to "see this case to resolution," a message echoed by White House officials.

But if Abrego Garcia were poised to walk out of detention and reunite with his family as news cameras rolled, those involved know the administration could be tempted to do something drastic, even if it meant ditching their own case.

"Anything is possible," an attorney who is tracking the case but did not want to be named told me. "It seems clear they are committed to not allowing him to be at liberty during the case."
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What the Islamophobic Attacks on Mamdani Reveal

Rather than cement its new multiracial coalition, the MAGA movement seems almost desperate to break it apart.

by Jonathan Chait




Coming up with nondefamatory ways to attack Zohran Mamdani is not exactly an insurmountable task. The 33-year-old Democratic nominee for New York City mayor is an avowed socialist from a privileged background, has defended inflammatory rhetoric such as "Globalize the intifada," and has a back catalog of hyper-woke social-media posts that would be electoral poison in any remotely competitive district.

Instead, many leading voices within the Republican Party have decided to criticize him on the grounds that, like 4.5 million other Americans, Mamdani is Muslim.

After Mamdani's victory over Andrew Cuomo in the Democratic primary earlier this week, Representative Marjorie Taylor Greene shared an image on X of a burka-clad Statue of Liberty. Influential activists including Charlie Kirk and Laura Loomer invoked 9/11, unsubtly implying that all Muslims, even secular ones like Mamdani, are jihadists. The New York Young Republican Club urged the Trump administration to deport him--Mamdani, who was born in Uganda, is a U.S. citizen--as did Representative Andy Ogles, who called Mamdani "little muhammad."

Read: What the New York mayoral primary means for Democrats

None of this comes as a shock when the party is led by a president who has, among many other offenses, called immigrants "animals," claimed that "they're poisoning the blood of our country," and told a radio host that they commit murder because "it's in their genes." In one sense, the outburst of nakedly xenophobic and anti-Muslim rhetoric from today's Republican Party is simply a dog-bites-man story (or maybe, in Donald Trump's case, a man-claims-people-eat-dogs story).

In another sense, however, there is something odd about the response to Mamdani's victory. Trump won a second term in part because he drew larger numbers of minority voters, including Muslim Americans and immigrants, than any other Republican in decades. This shift was especially notable in big cities like New York. And yet, rather than cement this new coalition, the MAGA movement seems almost desperate to break it apart.

In 2016, 88 percent of Trump's voters were white, according to a Pew Research Center survey of validated voters. In 2024, just 78 percent were. His expanded support among minorities seems to have been a reaction to inflation and unpopular progressive stances on immigration and other social issues taken by the Biden administration. Some Arab and Muslim voters also recoiled at the administration's support for Israel's war in Gaza.

Of course, elected presidents don't always govern in a way that perfectly matches their campaign messages or winning coalitions. Joe Biden won largely thanks to voters' displeasure with Trump's chaotic governing style and mismanagement of the pandemic, and then pursued transformative climate-change legislation. George W. Bush famously ran for reelection on opposing gay marriage and mocking John F. Kerry's manhood, and then tried to privatize Social Security.

But Trump's second-term agenda is not merely unrelated to the source of his campaign success. In some ways it is diametrically opposed to it.

Trump was bound to impose less restraint on Israel than Biden did, but Trump has exceeded his predecessor by proposing mass population transfer from Gaza and by bombing Iran. Rather than cater to support among Latinos for stricter border control, Trump has seemed determined to alienate those voters by encouraging the indiscriminate detainment of Latinos, inevitably sweeping up legal residents and even citizens. Treating brown-skinned Americans like criminals has had the predictable effect of driving up support for comprehensive immigration reform and driving down Trump's approval among Latinos.

Rather than pursue policies to bring down costs, as he promised to do during the campaign (at least when he was reading from scripted remarks prepared by advisers familiar with what voters wanted), Trump has largely ignored this imperative in office. Instead, his major economic initiatives--raising tariffs, deporting day laborers and other low-wage employees en masse, and blowing up the deficit with tax cuts--have put upward pressure on inflation. Federal Reserve Chair Jay Powell has explained that some of these policies will delay interest-rate cuts, to which Trump's response has been to berate him rather than adjust to economic reality.

Jonathan Chait: Why won't Zohran Mamdani denounce a dangerous slogan?

Trump has governed as if he was cryogenically frozen when he left office and awakened in January. He has prioritized taking revenge on enemies from his first term, and learned almost nothing from the four years in between.

He seems to continue to subscribe to the "Great Replacement" theory, which posits that Democrats have deliberately encouraged mass illegal immigration in order to transform the electorate. Trump recently claimed on social media that Democrats "use Illegal Aliens to expand their Voter Base, cheat in Elections, and grow the Welfare State, robbing good paying Jobs and Benefits from Hardworking American Citizens." Stephen Miller, his unofficial secretary of everything, concluded that Mamdani's election shows "how unchecked migration fundamentally remade the NYC electorate."

Just a few months ago, Trumpists were bragging about the multiracial working-class coalition that got them a second term. Now it's as if they've forgotten that coalition entirely. Or perhaps, at some level, they don't want to keep it intact, because they refuse to recognize those communities as fully American, or even fully human. Replicating the formula that won the 2024 election would mean turning Mamdani into a symbol of out-of-touch urban progressivism. Republicans seem unable to resist attacking him for his religion instead.
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How Trump Lives With the Threat of Iranian Assassination

Fear of being killed has hung over the president and his senior team for months.

by Michael Scherer, Ashley Parker




Hours before launching B-2 bombers at Iran, President Donald Trump stood on a secured airport tarmac 40 miles west of Manhattan, under the watchful guard of the U.S. Secret Service and a militarized counterassault team. When a reporter asked about the risk of terror attacks on U.S. targets overseas by Iranian proxies, the world's most protected man instead spoke of his own risk of assassination.

"You are even in danger talking to me right now. You know that?" he said. "So I should probably get out of here. But you guys are actually in danger. Can you believe it?" Before walking away, he looked a reporter in the eye. "Be careful," he said.

The threats against the president do not rank among the stated reasons for Trump's decision to target nuclear sites in Iran, and White House officials and other outside advisers told us they have not come up in meaningful Situation Room discussions. "The president makes decisions on Iran based on what's in the best interest of the country and the world, not himself," White House Press Secretary Karoline Leavitt told us.

But the fear of being killed at the behest of a foreign government has hung over the president and his senior team for months, an anxiety-producing din that has limited their daily routine, especially after two failed assassination attempts by alleged homegrown assailants. Now some Trump allies are privately wondering how much the ever-present risk is shaping the president's thinking about the current conflict.

At least twice in 2024, federal authorities gave private briefings to campaign leaders on the evolving Iranian threat and adjusted Trump's protection. The Justice Department revealed two indictments last year alone that described disrupted Iranian plots against U.S. officials. Top aides worried that Trump's Boeing 757 campaign plane, emblazoned with his name, would be shot out of the sky, and at one point they used a decoy plane--sending alarmed (and presumably more expendable) staff off on "Trump Force One" while Trump himself flew separately on a friend's private plane, according to a Trump-campaign book by the Axios reporter Alex Isenstadt.

"Big threats on my life by Iran," Trump posted on social media last September. "The entire U.S. Military is watching and waiting. Moves were already made by Iran that didn't work out, but they will try again."

Since this week's air strikes on three Iranian nuclear sites, military and security analysts have been on guard for asymmetric responses, such as terrorist attacks and assassinations. The Department of Homeland Security warned of a "heightened threat environment" in a Sunday bulletin and noted Iran's "long-standing commitment to target US Government officials." FBI agents who had been reassigned to focus on immigration were told over the weekend to focus back on counterterrorism, counterintelligence, and cyberissues, NBC News reported Tuesday.

Trump's two-week window for diplomacy was a smoke screen

Iranian President Masoud Pezeshkian has denied his government's involvement in any assassination plots. But he and other Iranian leaders have done little to ease concerns. "Iran reserves all options," Abbas Araghchi, Iran's foreign minister, posted on X after the attack, before the country launched a missile barrage at a U.S. military base in Qatar that did little damage.

"Threat equals intent plus capability," Matthew Levitt, an expert on Iranian operations at the Washington Institute for Near East Policy, told us. "We are very clear on their intent. We are less clear going forward on their capabilities."

Trump has publicly indicated that the focus of U.S. military action against Iran is narrowly tailored to its nuclear program. "We want no nuclear. But we destroyed the nuclear," he said in the Netherlands on Wednesday.

The question of Iran's assassination posture remains a sensitive one inside Trump's circle--"very top of mind," one person, who requested anonymity to speak frankly, told us. And close allies assume it must also be for the president. "It'd probably be in the back of my mind if I were him," an outside White House adviser told us. During the run-up to the U.S. bombing of Iran, Tucker Carlson suggested in a debate with Texas Senator Ted Cruz that there needed to be an immediate attack on Iran if there was evidence of an assassination threat against Trump, even as he doubted the legitimacy of such reports. "We should have a nationwide dragnet on this, and we should attack Iran immediately if that's true," Carlson said.

Last year, then-President Joe Biden sent word to the Iranian regime that any assassination attempt against former U.S. officials would be considered an "act of war," according to people briefed on the plans, who were not authorized to speak publicly. Pezeshkian told NBC News in January 2025 that "Iran has never attempted to, nor does it plan to, assassinate anyone."

"At least as far as I know," he continued, not entirely engendering confidence in the assessment.

Trump, in his less diplomatic style, has repeated Biden's warning, albeit in much more colorful language. He told reporters in the Oval Office in February that he had "left instructions" for what should happen if he is murdered by Iran. "If they do it, they get obliterated," the president said. "There will be nothing left."

Such U.S. retaliation has a historical basis. When former President George H. W. Bush, his wife, and two sons survived an alleged car-bomb assassination attempt during a visit to Kuwait in 1993, U.S. investigators tied the plot--involving a Toyota Land Cruiser packed with plastic explosives--to Iraqi Intelligence Services. Months later, then-President Bill Clinton ordered retaliatory cruise-missile attacks on the intelligence headquarters in Baghdad. Nearly a decade later, President George W. Bush cited the foiled attack as part of his case for the U.S. military invasion of Iraq that toppled its president, Saddam Hussein. "There is no doubt he can't stand us," the younger Bush said of Hussein in 2002. "After all, this is the guy who tried to kill my dad at one time."

The Biden administration disclosed the latest specific allegations of a plot to kill Trump three days after last year's presidential election. In charging documents filed in federal court, the FBI described a phone interview it conducted during the heat of the campaign with Farhad Shakeri, an Afghan national residing in Tehran, who had been deported from the U.S. in 2008 following a 14-year prison stay in New York for robbery. Prosecutors have charged Shakeri with attempting to hire hit men to kill an Iranian American journalist living in New York. But Shakeri claimed in his conversations with the FBI, according to the criminal complaint, to have received new orders in September from an official of Iran's Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps: Kill Trump.

Shakeri told the FBI that he warned his contact that such an effort would cost a "huge" amount of money, according to charging documents. In response, the Iranian official said, "we have already spent a lot of money ... so money's not an issue," Shakeri told the FBI. Shakeri further explained that he believed the official was referring to money already spent to try to assassinate Trump. Shakeri said his military contact asked on October 7 for an assassination plan to be delivered within seven days. If Shakeri failed to do so, he said the contact told him they would try again after the election, which the Iranians expected Trump to lose. (Such an assessment was also likely upsetting to Trump.)

Around the same time that Shakeri was charged, the Office of the Director of National Intelligence announced in an unclassified November 2024 report that "Iranian officials continue to publicly reiterate their vows to conduct lethal operations in the United States." The "priority targets" listed in the report included Trump, former Secretary of State Mike Pompeo, and former Commander of U.S. Central Command Kenneth McKenzie, who were all directly involved in the 2020 assassination of Qassem Soleimani, the former head of the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps.

"I'll be taking precautions the rest of my life," McKenzie told the United States Naval Institute and Coast Guard Academy last year.

Kenneth F. McKenzie Jr.: Inside the decision to assassinate Iran's ruthless general

Soleimani was killed by a drone strike in Iraq, where U.S. officials said he was directing attacks against American forces. His death sparked calls for revenge against U.S. officials. In 2022, Ayatollah Ali Khamenei featured an animated video on his website that depicts a targeted assassination of Trump by Iranian drones as he golfs near his Mar-a-Lago estate. In the video, Trump receives a text message before he is killed that reads, "Soleimani's murderer and the one who gave the order will pay the price."

Such public calls could inspire a lone-wolf attacker. "Part of the problem is it's not just hit men or just officials of the government that may be doing this," Trump's former National Security Adviser John Bolton told us. "The threat can come from a variety of different places. It's not just those expressly organized by the government in Tehran."

Bolton has also been targeted for assassination by Iran for his role in the Soleimani strike, according to the Justice Department. The FBI is still offering a $20 million reward for any information that leads to the arrest of Shahram Poursafi, a uniformed member of the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps, for a 2022 plot to kill Bolton. Poursafi attempted to pay individuals as much as $300,000 to "eliminate" Bolton in Washington or Maryland, including at one point providing an individual with specific details of Bolton's schedule that did not seem to be publicly available, according to court documents. (If Bolton was successfully dispatched, Poursafi added at one point, he had a second "job," this one worth $1 million.)

The unclassified November 2024 report pointed to another alleged Iranian assassination plot that members of the government have separately said they believe included Trump. On August 6, U.S. prosecutors unsealed a criminal complaint against Asif Merchant, a Pakistani national who had recently traveled to Iran. They alleged that he'd flown to Texas four months earlier to recruit others, including a confidential informant for the FBI, to assassinate "U.S. officials," according to a complaint filed in federal court. "Specifically, Merchant requested men who could do the killing, approximately twenty-five people who could perform a protest as a distraction after the murder occurred, and a woman to do 'reconnaissance,'" the complaint stated.

The target of his assassination plot, he later told undercover law-enforcement officers posing as hit men, was a "political person," and the protests would take place at political rallies, according to the complaint. Merchant described himself as a "representative," a word the officers interpreted to mean he was working for other people outside the U.S. He was arrested after making plans to leave the country again.

Kori Schake, the director of foreign and defense policy at the American Enterprise Institute and a contributing writer at The Atlantic, told us the threats from Iran "should be taken incredibly seriously." But she also pointed out that, almost immediately upon returning to office, Trump withdrew the security protections for some of his former officials facing similar danger, including Bolton and retired U.S. Army General Mark Milley, the former chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff. "So either he doesn't take the threat of it that seriously or he's recklessly putting at risk former senior officials," she concluded.

Bolton--still facing very real Iranian peril--was more blunt. "Why doesn't he think about the assassination threat against him and his former officials? Well, he's as safe as anybody, and he doesn't care about the rest of us."
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Tulsi Gabbard Chooses Loyalty to Trump

The U.S. spy chief, who built her political identity opposing military intervention, is<strong> </strong>falling in line after the bombing of Iran.

by Isaac Stanley-Becker, Shane Harris




Tulsi Gabbard believed she had found her people. The Trump White House would be a place where "America First" isolationism ruled. No one would make the hurtful suggestion that her talking points sounded suspiciously like Kremlin talking points. And her decision to meet with Syria's now-deposed dictator as he bombed his own cities would not be unfairly judged. Her mission as director of national intelligence was straightforward, she told associates: to clean up America's spy agencies so they wouldn't be able to misuse intelligence in pursuit of war.



But scarcely six months in the job, the onetime Democratic representative and presidential candidate is confronting the limits of her sway with Donald Trump as he celebrates his decision to bomb Iranian nuclear sites, muses about regime change in Tehran, and posts footage on social media of B-2 bombers to the tune of the parody song "Bomb Iran," which includes the lyrics "Time to turn Iran into a parking lot."



This isn't what Gabbard had in mind.



In her public remarks, she actually appeared to undermine the case for U.S. action while diplomatic efforts were progressing. At the end of March, Gabbard told Congress that the American intelligence community "continues to assess that Iran is not building a nuclear weapon" despite having stockpiles of enriched uranium that are "unprecedented" for a state without nuclear arms. That assessment remains unchanged, a U.S. official told us. But Trump, asked about her conclusion that Tehran had not decided to restart the nuclear-weapons program it suspended in 2003, disparaged his own spy chief, telling reporters, "I don't care what she said." He later said, even more bluntly, "She's wrong."



Gabbard has so alienated Trump that she may be endangering the existence of her office altogether, which the president has mused about scrapping. "She touched the third rail--she testified that the intelligence community doesn't assess that Iran is sprinting toward a bomb," a former U.S. official who worked closely with Gabbard told us. "It's hard to overstate how many people she angered by doing that, and the amount of work required to get back into their good graces."



Read: What everyone gets wrong about Tulsi Gabbard



Gabbard, who declined our request for an interview, has sought to minimize any apparent distance with the president, writing on social media last week, "America has intelligence that Iran is at the point that it can produce a nuclear weapon within weeks to months, if they decide to finalize the assembly." A former intelligence official focused on the Middle East told us there are differences of opinion within Gabbard's office about how to interpret the intelligence. But career officers don't see her revised account as a reflection of new knowledge based on a second look, the former official said. Rather, the prevailing view is that she "changed her stance to satisfy the president," the former official said. "And that's a big blow to her credibility within the building."



Her statements left some longtime associates and admirers marveling at how quickly she had fallen in line--a sign, they said, that voices of restraint within the administration had gone quiet and that Gabbard's peace-at-all-costs approach was a bad fit for the administration's more martial orientation.



The perception that Gabbard is out of step with the president, and off message, had already eroded her influence by the time Trump confronted the most serious foreign-policy crisis of his second term so far. In an effort to prove her loyalty, Gabbard has sought to conform the analysis produced by her office with the president's policy aims, politicizing intelligence in the very way that she has promised to prevent. But even that may not be enough to return her to the president's circle of trust: The White House refused to send Gabbard to a classified Capitol Hill briefing on Iran today.



After Trump announced a cease-fire on Monday, Gabbard praised him on social media for his "herculean effort." Yesterday, she declared that "new intelligence" had emerged showing that Iran's nuclear facilities had been "destroyed," setting its program back by years. That conclusion appeared at odds with an initial assessment by the Defense Intelligence Agency, first reported by CNN and confirmed to us by two people familiar with its contents, that the bombing campaign did not dismantle key elements of Iran's nuclear program and likely set back the country's capabilities by only a matter of months. Although the finding was deemed low-confidence by the agency that produced it--and the CIA followed up by saying that Iran's program had been "severely damaged"--the disclosure of a less-than-rosy assessment produced a furious reaction from the Trump administration, where officials have been under pressure to support Trump's insistence that the bombings he ordered had succeeded in every possible way.



In fact, elements of the intelligence community had warned of an incomplete outcome ahead of the attack. It's not clear that anyone listened.



By the time Trump ordered the Iranian strikes, Gabbard's influence with the president had eroded so significantly that she lacked a meaningful voice in his decision-making process. A Trump ally told us that the president appreciates Gabbard's political appeal to disaffected Democrats but doesn't look to her counsel on foreign policy or national security. "She's a nonplayer," the ally told us. "When I want to call someone to influence Trump, I don't even think of her."



Earlier this month, Gabbard released a direct-to-camera testimonial after a trip to Hiroshima--a trip made for as-yet-undisclosed reasons--in which she argued that the world stands "closer to the brink of nuclear annihilation than ever before." She said that "political elites and warmongers are carelessly fomenting fear and tensions" because they have access to nuclear shelters that won't be available to "regular people" in the event of disaster.



Read: The thing that binds Gabbard, Gaetz, and Hegseth to Trump



The macabre remarks angered the president, who confronted Gabbard during a meeting in the Oval Office, someone with knowledge of the interaction told us. Trump admonished his spy chief, saying he didn't like the video and didn't understand why she would make such a depressing pronouncement. She was subdued, responding simply, "Yes, sir."



Trump's interest in curbing the work of her office, if not outright eliminating it, is in tension with Gabbard's political aspirations. "She doesn't want to be like Linda McMahon, the last one to turn off the lights at her own office," another former U.S. official told us, referring to the secretary of education, who is dismantling her own department. In fact, Gabbard's associates have said that she wants to be the most powerful and consequential DNI in the office's short history, according to the former official, and sees the role as a stepping stone to a second run for the presidency after her failed attempt as a Democrat in 2020.



Given the limited influence that most DNIs have had, that path to power strikes many within the intelligence community as unusual. The Office of the Director of National Intelligence was created to improve coordination among U.S. spy agencies after the September 11 attacks. But many senior administration officials at the time resisted its creation, predicting that the new office would add another layer of bureaucracy without effectively corralling the loose federation of intelligence agencies. Today, the DNI is nominally the top intelligence officer in the government, but the CIA and the Defense Department maintain their own centers of power over operations and budgets.



The creation of the office that Gabbard now oversees coincided with the intensification of the American-led war on terrorism and the occupation of Iraq, a period that Trump, despite having supported the invasion, now argues diminished America's international credibility. As president, he has portrayed himself as a victim of a career national-security bureaucracy that doesn't share his values and that he claims has used the powers of the intelligence community against him.



It's fitting, then, that Trump would lock arms with Gabbard, whose service in Iraq and Kuwait is a touchstone of her criticism of American foreign policy. Renouncing her partisan loyalties in 2022, she reached for the kind of rhetoric that is common among online extremists on the left and the right, calling the Democratic Party an "elitist cabal of warmongers." When she endorsed Trump last year, she vowed that he would "walk us back from the brink of war." And when, in January, she came before the Senate for confirmation as Trump's spy chief, she presented herself as a bulwark against the distortion of intelligence to justify war. "For too long, faulty, inadequate, or weaponized intelligence have led to costly failures and the undermining of our national security and God-given freedoms enshrined in the Constitution," she said.



Before she became a Cabinet official, Gabbard found it easy to lob those kinds of critiques at the "deep state." Now she's the president's principal intelligence adviser, struggling to reconcile the conclusions of career experts with the aims of the president she serves.



In meetings, Gabbard is prepared, follows a script or bullet points, and often asks pointed questions of her aides and advisers, people who have worked with her told us. She has dropped much of the critical rhetoric that characterized her time in Congress. But occasionally, she expresses ideas that some described to us as "conspiratorial," such as her persistent belief that the U.S. government routinely violates the privacy of its citizens through intrusive surveillance, said one person, who was surprised that her time as DNI had not convinced Gabbard that intelligence authorities are highly constrained by law and regulation.



Read: Isn't Trump supposed to be anti-war?



When they're together, CIA Director John Ratcliffe often defers to Gabbard, given that she at least nominally oversees his agency. This makes for an awkward dynamic, people who have observed them told us. Ratcliffe did Gabbard's job in Trump's first term and has more experience managing the intelligence process. When Mike Waltz was still the national security adviser, he brought Gabbard and Ratcliffe together in a regular Thursday conference that they called the "secret-squirrel meeting," a tongue-in-cheek reference to clandestine discussions. In White House meetings, Gabbard often relies on Joe Kent, a former CIA officer who has been acting as her No. 2 while he awaits confirmation as director of the National Counterterrorism Center. Kent, like Gabbard, is a fervent critic of military intervention. In a podcast interview last year, he criticized U.S. policy toward Israel's war in Gaza and left no doubt where he stood on the question of confrontation with Iran. "This idea that we're going to escalate the war further by directly going to war with Iran, like Lindsey Graham and some of the other neocons are advocating, that's incredibly dangerous," Kent said.



Opposition to military confrontation with Iran is also the long-held stance of William Ruger, an Afghanistan veteran and a former vice president of the Charles Koch Institute whom Gabbard tapped to coordinate intelligence gathering and analysis across agencies. Ruger, who most recently led a libertarian think tank based in Massachusetts, told associates when he was named to his post that he worried about risking his credibility as a voice of military restraint if the administration went in a different direction. He also expressed doubt, a person who spoke with him told us, about how long Gabbard would last in the role.



In response to questions for this story, a Gabbard spokesperson, Olivia Coleman, emailed us a statement saying, in part, that the U.S. spy chief is "fearlessly implementing needed change across the intelligence community, rooting out weaponization, and challenging the darkest parts of the deep state in the process, which is why they are using their tired tactic of spewing flat-out lies through tabloid outlets like The Atlantic."



As a Cabinet official, Gabbard has not focused on some of the issues that preoccupied her in Congress, such as the fate of the former National Security Agency contractor Edward Snowden. But one of the former U.S. officials we spoke with said that Gabbard has been outspoken on a number of foreign-policy dilemmas, including aid to Ukraine and U.S. policy toward Syria.



She was among those who favored suspending assistance to Ukraine, including intelligence sharing, after Trump's dramatic Oval Office confrontation with Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky. She argued that Zelensky had grown too confident about U.S. assistance and that Washington needed to demonstrate its leverage, according to the former official. In wrestling with a U.S. presence in Syria after the toppling in December of Bashar al-Assad, the dictator whom she'd met during a trip to the country in 2017, Gabbard was among those advocating for the withdrawal of U.S. forces.



Read: Trump's trouble with Tulsi



Ruger, the senior intelligence official installed by Gabbard, has been busy calling experts for input on how to manage the National Intelligence Council (NIC), a central hub for assessments of crucial policy issues. He has sought advice about the composition of the council and its relationship with policy makers, two people who have spoken with him about the matter told us.



The NIC has been battered by the perception of political interference. Last month, Gabbard removed two veteran intelligence officers leading the NIC after Kent sought to rewrite the council's assessment that the Venezuelan government wasn't directing the activities of the Tren de Aragua gang--a finding that contradicted Trump's justification for deporting Venezuelan immigrants. Kent wrote that the original assessment "could be used against the DNI or POTUS."



The two veteran officers have been in limbo since, prevented from returning to their former roles at the CIA but required to update the agency regularly about their whereabouts, people familiar with the dynamic told us. Gabbard's associates maintain that the career officials were dismissed for legitimate reasons; her chief of staff went so far as to accuse the longtime analysts of politicizing intelligence, calling them "Biden holdovers" on social media. The episode has cast a pall over the council, ordinarily a sought-after destination for analysts because of its relevance to high-profile policy decisions.



"My impression is one of great disorientation and anxiety in the workforce," a former intelligence official told us. John McLaughlin, who was the deputy director of the CIA in the early 2000s, told us that Gabbard is now carrying out the "weaponization of intelligence in the name of combatting weaponization--without a persuasive case that wrongdoing occurred in the first place."



"This is Alice in Wonderland territory," McLaughlin said. "We're through the looking glass."



The perception that Gabbard's office is toeing a political line extends beyond the NIC. People being considered for senior positions within her office have been quizzed by White House personnel about how they voted in previous elections and rebuffed after revealing that their preference hadn't been for Trump. (A senior intelligence official told us, "At ODNI, we do not ask about political preference when hiring.") Gabbard has declassified documents and falsely crowed on social media that they show that the Biden administration equated COVID skepticism with violent extremism. Gabbard has also sought to carry out DOGE's agenda internally; an ODNI official told us that Gabbard has "identified efficiencies that will result in saving approximately $150 million annually in contracts," including a purported $20 million in DEI-costs savings.



Gabbard's performance is satisfying senior Republicans on the Hill. A spokesperson for Senator Tom Cotton, the chair of the Senate Intelligence Committee, sent us a statement from the Arkansas Republican saying, "I appreciate the work that Director Gabbard has done to advance President Trump's agenda, depoliticize intelligence analysis, and eliminate duplication and burdensome bureaucracy at ODNI." She also has some important allies around the president. Vice President J. D. Vance, sensing that Gabbard lacked some of the connections to the White House benefiting other Cabinet members, made a point of forging a relationship with the intelligence director, current and former officials told us. In a statement provided to us by Gabbard's office, the vice president stressed her MAGA bona fides, calling her "a veteran, a patriot, a loyal supporter of President Trump, and a critical part of the coalition he built in 2024."



Read: Trump changed. The intelligence didn't.



Democrats see her track record differently. "If you just look at her social media, which is what most of America sees, she's working very hard to defend the United States from the threat of the Biden administration," Representative Jim Himes of Connecticut, the top Democrat on the House Intelligence Committee, told us. "You know, it's Epstein files, and it's mischaracterizing the risk of domestic violent extremists."



An outside White House adviser told us that Gabbard is resorting to theatrics because she lacks substantive priorities for her office. "In the absence of something real, she's struggling to be relevant," the ally said. A better approach, this person added, would be to "strip her office down to the studs--to get rid of duplicative offices and fulfill the promise made at her confirmation hearing to really downsize the ODNI." A senior intelligence official told us that announcements about additional reform will be "coming soon."



Downsize too much, however, and she could be out of a job.








This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2025/06/tulsi-gabbard-trump-iran/683323/?utm_source=feed
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The President's Weapon

Why does the power to launch nuclear weapons rest with a single American?

by Tom Nichols




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


In the summer of 1974, Richard Nixon was under great strain and drinking too much. During a White House meeting with two members of Congress, he argued that impeaching a president because of "a little burglary" at the Democrats' campaign headquarters was ridiculous. "I can go in my office and pick up the telephone, and in 25 minutes, millions of people will be dead," Nixon said, according to one congressman, Charles Rose of North Carolina.

The 37th president was likely trying to convey the immense burden of the presidency, not issue a direct threat, but he had already made perceived irrationality--his "madman theory"--part of U.S. foreign policy. He had deployed B-52s armed with nuclear bombs over the Arctic to spook the Soviets. He had urged Henry Kissinger, his national security adviser, to "think big" by considering nuclear targets in Vietnam. Then, as his presidency disintegrated, Nixon sank into an angry paranoia. Yet until the moment he resigned, nuclear "command and control"--the complex but delicate system that allows a president to launch weapons that could wipe out cities and kill billions of people--remained in Nixon's restless hands alone, just as it had for his four post-World War II predecessors, and would for his successors.

For 80 years, the president of the United States has remained the sole authority who can order the use of American nuclear weapons. If the commander in chief wishes to launch a sudden, unprovoked strike, or escalate a conventional conflict, or retaliate against a single nuclear aggression with all-out nuclear war, the choice is his and his alone. The order cannot be countermanded by anyone in the government or the military. His power is so absolute that nuclear arms for decades have been referred to in the defense community as "the president's weapon."

Nearly every president has had moments of personal instability and perhaps impaired judgment, however brief. Dwight Eisenhower was hospitalized for a heart attack, which triggered a national debate over his fitness for office and reelection. John F. Kennedy was secretly taking powerful drugs for Addison's disease, whose symptoms can include extreme fatigue and erratic moods. Ronald Reagan and Joe Biden, in their later years, wrestled with the debilitations of advanced age. And at this very moment, a small plastic card of top-secret codes--the president's personal key to America's nuclear arsenal--is resting in one of President Donald Trump's pockets as he fixates on shows of dominance, fumes about enemies (real and perceived), and allows misinformation to sway his decision making--all while regional wars simmer around the world.

For nearly 30 years after the Cold War, fears of nuclear war seemed to recede. Then relations with Russia froze over and Trump entered politics. Voters handed him the nuclear codes--not once, but twice--even though he has spoken about unleashing "fire and fury" against another nuclear power, and reportedly called for a nearly tenfold increase in the American arsenal after previously asking an adviser why the United States had nuclear weapons if it couldn't use them. The Russians have repeatedly made noise about going nuclear in their war against Ukraine, on the border of four NATO allies. India and Pakistan, both nuclear powers, renewed violent skirmishes over Kashmir in May. North Korea plans to improve and expand its nuclear forces, which would threaten U.S. cities and further agitate South Korea, where some leaders are debating whether to develop the bomb for themselves. And in June, Israel and the United States launched attacks against Iran after Israel announced its determination to end--once and for all--Iran's nascent nuclear threat to its existence.

If any of these conflicts erupts, the nuclear option rests on command and control, which hinges on the authority--and humanity--of the president. This has been the system since the end of World War II. Does it still make sense today?

Here's how the end of the world could begin. Whether the president is directing a first strike on an enemy, or responding to an attack on the United States or its allies, the process is the same: He would first confer with his top civilian and military advisers. If he reached a decision to order the use of nuclear weapons, the president would call for "the football," a leather-bound aluminum case that weighs about 45 pounds. It is carried by a military aide who is never far from the commander in chief no matter where he goes; in many photos of presidents traveling, you can see the aide carrying the case in the background.

There is no nuclear "button" inside this case, or any other way for the president to personally launch weapons. It is a communications device, meant to quickly and reliably link the commander in chief to the Pentagon. It also contains attack options, laid out on laminated plastic sheets. (These look like a Denny's menu, according to those who have seen them.) The options are broadly divided by the size of the strikes. The target sets are classified, but those who work with nuclear weapons have long joked that they could be categorized as "Rare," "Medium," and "Well-Done."

Read: Why do people refer to a nonexistent 'nuclear button'?

Once the president has made his choices, the football connects him to an officer in the Pentagon, who would immediately issue a challenge code using the military phonetic alphabet, such as "Tango Delta." To verify the order, the president must read the corresponding code from the plastic card (nicknamed "the biscuit") in his pocket. He needs no other permission; however, another official in the room, likely the secretary of defense, must affirm that the person who used the code is, in fact, the president.

The Pentagon command center would then, within two minutes, issue specific mission orders to the nuclear units of the Air Force and Navy. Men and women in launch centers deep underground in the Great Plains--or in the cockpits of bombers on runways in North Dakota and Louisiana, or aboard submarines lurking in the Atlantic and Pacific Oceans--would receive target packages, codes, and orders to proceed with the use of their nuclear weapons.

If enemy missiles are inbound, this process would be crammed into a matter of minutes, or seconds. Nuclear weapons launched from Russian submarines in the Atlantic could hit the White House only seven or eight minutes after a launch is detected. Confirmation of the launch could take five to seven minutes, as officials scramble to rule out a technical error.

Errors have happened, multiple times, in both the United States and Russia. In June 1980, President Jimmy Carter's national security adviser, Zbigniew Brzezinski, received a call from his military aide in the middle of the night, according to Edward Luce's new biography of Brzezinski. The aide told Brzezinski that hundreds--no, thousands--of Soviet missiles were inbound, and he should prepare to wake the president. As he waited for the military to confirm the attack, Brzezinski decided not to wake his wife, thinking that she was better off dying in her sleep than knowing what was about to happen.

The aide called back. False alarm. Someone had accidentally fed a training simulation into the NORAD computers.

In an actual attack, there would be almost no time for deliberation. There would be time only for the president to have confidence in the system, and make a snap decision about the fate of the Earth.

The destruction of Hiroshima changed the character of war. Battles might still be fought with conventional bombs and artillery, but now whole nations could be wiped out suddenly by nuclear weapons. World leaders intuited that nuclear weapons were not just another tool to be wielded by military commanders. As British Prime Minister Winston Churchill said to U.S. Secretary of War Henry Stimson in 1945: "What was gunpowder? Trivial. What was electricity? Meaningless. This atomic bomb is the Second Coming in Wrath."

Harry Truman agreed. He never doubted the need to use atomic bombs against Japan, but he moved quickly to take control of these weapons from the military. The day after the bombing of Nagasaki, Truman declared that no other nuclear bombs be used without his direct orders--a change from his permissive "noninterference" in atomic matters until that point, as Major General Leslie Groves, the head of the Manhattan Project, later described it. As a third bomb was readied for use against Japan, Truman established direct, personal control over the arsenal. Truman didn't like the idea of killing "all those kids," Secretary of Commerce Henry Wallace wrote in his diary on August 10, 1945, adding that the president believed that "wiping out another 100,000 people was too horrible" to contemplate.

In 1946, Truman signed the Atomic Energy Act, placing the development and manufacture of nuclear weapons firmly under civilian control. Two years later, a then-top-secret National Security Council document stated clearly who was in charge: "The decision as to the employment of atomic weapons in the event of war is to be made by the Chief Executive."

Military eagerness to use atomic weapons was not an idle concern. When the Soviet Union tested its first atomic bomb, in 1949, some military officials urged Truman to act first and destroy the Soviet nuclear program. "We're at war, damn it!" Major General Orvil Anderson said. "Give me the order to do it, and I can break up Russia's five A-bomb nests in a week! And when I went up to Christ, I think I could explain to him why I wanted to do it--now--before it's too late. I think I could explain to him that I had saved civilization!" The Air Force quickly relieved Anderson, but the general wasn't alone. Influential voices in American political, intellectual, and military circles were in favor of preventive nuclear attack against the Soviet Union. But only the president's voice mattered.

Truman took power over the bomb to limit its use. But as command and control morphed to accommodate more advanced weapons and the rising Soviet threat, the president needed to be able to order a variety of nuclear strikes against a variety of targets. And he could launch any of them without so much as a courtesy call to Congress (let alone waiting for its declaration of war). Should he want to, the president could, in effect, go to war by himself, with his weapon.

In the early 1950s, the United States created a primitive nuclear strategy, aimed at containing the Soviet Union. America and its allies couldn't be everywhere at once, but they could make the Kremlin pay the ultimate price for almost any kind of mischief in the world, not just a nuclear attack on the United States. This idea was called "massive retaliation": a promise to use America's "great capacity to retaliate, instantly, by means and at places of our choosing," in the words of Eisenhower's secretary of state, John Foster Dulles.

When the Soviets launched Sputnik into space in October 1957, Eisenhower's approval rating had already been dropping for months, and he signed off on a major arms buildup, allowing for more targets--even though he remained deeply skeptical about the utility of nuclear weapons. "You can't have this kind of war," he said at a White House meeting a month after Sputnik. "There just aren't enough bulldozers to scrape the bodies off the streets."

Ike's successors would likewise remain suspicious of the nuclear option, even as the U.S. military relied on their willingness to invest in it. And the system was getting trickier to manage: As the power of the arsenal increased, so did the possibilities for misunderstanding and miscalculation.

In 1959, the bomber era gave way to the missile era, which likewise complicated nuclear decision making. Intercontinental ballistic missiles streaking around the globe at many times the speed of sound were more frightening than Soviet bombers sneaking over the Arctic. Suddenly, the president's window to make grave decisions shrank from hours to minutes, rendering broader deliberations impossible and bolstering the need for only one person to have nuclear authority.

At about the same time, the Soviets were surrounding U.S., French, and British forces in Berlin, putting East and West in direct confrontation--making nuclear war more likely, and compounding the strain on the president. If the West refused to back down in any provincial conflict elsewhere in the world, the Soviets could move into West Germany, betting that doing so would collapse NATO and make Washington capitulate. The Americans, in turn, were betting that the threat (or use) of nuclear weapons would prevent (or halt) such an invasion.

But if either side crossed the nuclear threshold on the European battlefield, the game would soon come down to: Which superpower is going to launch an all-out attack on the other's homeland first, and when?

In such nuclear brinkmanship, every decision made by the president could spark a catastrophe. If he stayed in Washington, he would risk being killed. If he evacuated the White House, the Soviets could take it as a sign that the Americans were readying a strike--which in turn could provoke their fears, and move them to strike first. In the midst of this frenzy, billions of lives and the future of civilization would depend on the perceptions and emotions of the American president and his opponents in the Kremlin.

Presidents decide, but planners plan, and what planners do is find targets for ordnance. In late 1960, just before Kennedy entered the White House, the U.S. military developed its first set of options meant to coordinate all nuclear forces in the event of a nuclear war. It was called the Single Integrated Operational Plan, or SIOP, but it wasn't much of a plan.

The 1961 SIOP envisioned throwing everything in the U.S. arsenal not only at the Soviet Union but at China as well, even if it wasn't involved in the conflict. This was not an option so much as an order to kill at least 400 million people, no matter how the war began. Kennedy was told bluntly (and correctly) by his military advisers that even after such a gargantuan strike, some portion of the Soviet arsenal was nonetheless certain to survive--and inflict horrifying damage on North America. Mutual assured destruction, as it would soon be called. At a briefing on the SIOP hosted by General Thomas Power, a voice of reason spoke up, according to a defense official, John Rubel:

"What if this isn't China's war?" the voice asked. "What if this is just a war with the Soviets? Can you change the plan?"
 
 "Well, yeah," said General Power resignedly, "we can, but I hope nobody thinks of it, because it would really screw up the plan."

Power added: "I just hope none of you have any relatives in Albania," because the plan also included nuking a Soviet installation in the tiny Communist nation. The commandant of the Marine Corps, General David Shoup, was among those disgusted by the plan, saying that it was "not the American way," and Rubel would later write that he felt like he was witnessing Nazi officials coordinating mass extermination.




Every president since Eisenhower has been aghast at his nuclear options. Even Nixon was shocked by the level of casualties envisioned by the latest SIOP. In 1974, he ordered the Pentagon to develop options for the "limited" use of nuclear weapons. When Kissinger asked for a plan to stop a notional Soviet invasion of Iran, the military suggested using nearly 200 nuclear bombs along the Soviet-Iranian border. "Are you out of your minds?" Kissinger screamed during a meeting. "This is a limited option?"

In late 1983, Ronald Reagan received a briefing on the latest SIOP, and he wrote in his memoir that "there were still some people at the Pentagon who claimed a nuclear war was 'winnable.' I thought they were crazy." The Reagan adviser Paul Nitze, shortly before his death, told a fellow ambassador: "You know, I advised Reagan that we should never use nuclear weapons. In fact, I told him that they should not be used even, and especially, in retaliation."

By the end of the Cold War, the system--though commanded by the president--had metastasized into something nearly uncontrollable: a highly technical cataclysm generator, built to turn unthinkable options into devastating actions. Every president was boxed in: a single command, basically, and very little control. In 1991, George H. W. Bush began to hack away at the overgrown system by presiding over major cuts in American weapons and the number of nuclear targets. But presidents come and go, and war planners remain: The military increased the target list by 20 percent in the years after Bush left office.

Since the end of the Cold War, the United States has undertaken some meaningful reforms, including negotiating major reductions in U.S. and Russian nuclear inventories, and creating more safeguards against technical failures. In the '90s, for example, American ballistic missiles were targeted at the open ocean, in case of accidental launch. If a nuclear crisis erupts, though, the president will still be presented with plans and options that he didn't design or even desire.

In 2003, the SIOP was replaced by a modern operations plan (OPLAN) that ostensibly gives the president more options than the extinction of humanity, including delayed responses rather than instant retaliation. But that initial OPLAN also reportedly included options to devastate small, nonnuclear nations, and although the details are secret, military exercises and unclassified documents over the past 20 years indicate that modern nuclear plans largely seem imported from the previous century.

The concentration of power in the presidency, the compression of his decision timeline, and the methodical targeting done by military planners have all conspired, over 80 years, to produce a system that carries great and unnecessary risks--and still leaves the president free to order a nuclear strike for any reason he sees fit. There are ways, though, to reduce that risk without undermining the basic strategy of nuclear deterrence.

The first thing the United States could do--to limit an impetuous president, and reduce the likelihood of doomsday--is commit to a policy of "no first use" of nuclear weapons. A law to prohibit a first strike without congressional approval was reintroduced in the House of Representatives earlier this year, though it is unlikely to pass. Absent congressional action, any president could commit to no first use by executive order, which might create breathing room during a crisis (if adversaries believe him, that is).

And every president should insist that the options available in the face of an incoming strike include more limited retaliatory strikes, and fewer all-out responses. In other words: Delete the items we don't need from the Denny's menu, and reduce the existing portions. America may need only a few hundred deployed strategic warheads--rather than the current 1,500 or so--to maintain deterrence. Even at that lower number, no nation has enough firepower to strip away all American retaliatory capabilities with a first strike. A president who orders a reduction in the number of deployed warheads, while still holding key targets at risk, would wrest back some control over the system, just as a functioning Congress could pass legislation to limit the president's nuclear options. The world would be safer.

Of course, none of this solves the fundamental nuclear dilemma: Human survival depends on an imperfect system working perfectly. Command and control relies on technology that must always function and heads that must always stay cool. Some defense analysts wonder if AI--which reacts faster and more dispassionately to information than human beings--could alleviate some of the burden of nuclear decision making. This is a spectacularly dangerous idea. AI might be helpful in rapidly sorting data, and in distinguishing a real attack from an error, but it is not infallible. The president doesn't need instantaneous decisions from an algorithm.

From the June 2023 issue: Ross Andersen on artificial intelligence and the nuclear codes

Vesting sole authority in the president is perhaps the least worst option when it comes to deterring a major attack. In a time crunch, groupthink can be as dangerous as the frenzied judgment of one person, and retaliatory orders must remain the president's decision--above any bureaucracy, and separate from the military and its war games. The choice to strike first, however, should be a political debate. The president should not have the option to start a nuclear war by himself.

But what happens when a president with poor judgment or few morals arrives in the White House, or when a president deteriorates in office? Today, the only immediate checks on a reckless president are the human beings in the chain of command, who would have to choose to abdicate their duties in order to stall or thwart an order they found reprehensible or insane. Members of the military, however, are trained to obey and execute; mutiny is not a fail-safe device. The president could fire and replace anyone who impedes the process. And U.S. service members should never be put in a position to stop orders that defy reason; gaming out such a scenario is corrosive to national security and American democracy itself.

When I asked a former Air Force missile-squadron commander if senior officers could refuse the order to launch nuclear weapons, he said: "We were told we can refuse illegal and immoral orders." He paused. "But no one ever told us what immoral means."

In the end, the American voters are a kind of fail-safe themselves. They decide who sits at the top of the system of command and control. When they walk into a voting booth, they should of course think about health care, the price of eggs, and how much it costs to fill their gas tank. But they must also remember that they are in fact putting the nuclear codes in the pocket of one person. Voters must elect presidents who can think clearly in a crisis and broadly about long-term strategy. They must elevate leaders of sound judgment and strong character.

The president's most important job, as the sole steward of America's nuclear arsenal, is to prevent nuclear war. And a voter's most important job is to choose the right person for that responsibility.



This article appears in the August 2025 print edition with the headline "The President's Weapon."
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What Trump Doesn't Understand About Nuclear War

The contours of World War III are visible in numerous conflicts. The president of the United States is not ready.

by Jeffrey Goldberg




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


On October 27, 1962, the 12th day of the Cuban missile crisis, a bellicose and rattled Fidel Castro asked Nikita Khrushchev, his patron, to destroy America.

"I believe that the imperialists' aggressiveness makes them extremely dangerous," Castro wrote in a cable to Moscow, "and that if they manage to carry out an invasion of Cuba--a brutal act in violation of universal and moral law--then that would be the moment to eliminate this danger forever, in an act of the most legitimate self-defense. However harsh and terrible the solution, there would be no other."

We exist today because Khrushchev rejected Castro's demand. It was Khrushchev, of course, who brought the planet to the threshold of extinction by placing missiles in Cuba, but he had underestimated the American response to the threat. Together with his adversary, John F. Kennedy, he lurched his way toward compromise. "In your cable of October 27 you proposed that we be the first to carry out a nuclear strike against the enemy's territory," Khrushchev responded. "Naturally you understand where that would lead us. It would not be a simple strike, but the start of a thermonuclear world war. Dear Comrade Fidel Castro, I find your proposal to be wrong, even though I understand your reasons."

Castro was 36 years old during the missile crisis. He was 84 when I met him, in Havana, in late summer 2010. He was in semiretirement, though he was still Cuba's indispensable man. I spent a week with him, discussing, among other things, the Nuclear Age and its diabolical complexities. He still embraced the cruel dogmas of Communist revolution, but he was also somewhat reflective about his mistakes. I was deeply curious about his October 27 cable, and I put this question to him: "At a certain point it seemed logical for you to recommend that the Soviets bomb the U.S. Does what you recommended still seem logical now?" His answer: "After I've seen what I've seen, and knowing what I know now, it wasn't worth it."

Read: Jeffrey Goldberg discusses Israel and Iran with Fidel Castro

The problem with wisdom is that it tends to come slowly, if it comes at all. As a species, we are not particularly skilled at making time-pressured, closely reasoned decisions about matters of life and death. The sociobiologist E. O. Wilson described the central problem of humanity this way: "We have Paleolithic emotions, medieval institutions, and godlike technology." The main challenge of the 80 years since the Trinity atomic test has been that we do not possess the cognitive, spiritual, and emotional capabilities necessary to successfully manage nuclear weapons without the risk of catastrophic failure. Khrushchev and Castro both made terrifying mistakes of analysis and interpretation during the missile crisis. So, too, did several of Kennedy's advisers, including General Curtis LeMay, the Air Force chief of staff, who argued that a naval blockade of Cuba, unaccompanied by the immediate bombing of missile sites, was "almost as bad as the appeasement at Munich."

Today, the Global Operations Center of the U.S. Strategic Command, which oversees America's nuclear forces, is housed in an Offutt Air Force Base building named for LeMay. This decision has always struck me as an indirect endorsement by America's nuclear establishment of the bias toward action embodied by the sometimes-Strangelovian LeMay. Bias toward action is an all-purpose phrase, but I first heard it in the context of nuclear warfare many years ago from Bruce Blair, a scholar of nonproliferation and a former Air Force missile-launch officer. It means that the nuclear-decision-making scripts that presidents are meant to follow in a crisis assume that Russia (or other adversaries) will attempt to destroy American missiles while they are still in their silos. The goal of nuclear-war planners has traditionally been to send those missiles on their way before they can be neutralized--in the parlance of nuclear planning, to "launch on warning."

Many of the men who served as president since 1945 have been shocked to learn about the impossibly telescoped time frame in which they have to decide whether to launch. The issue is not one of authority--presidents are absolute nuclear monarchs, and they can do what they wish with America's nuclear weapons (please see Tom Nichols's article "The President's Weapon"). The challenge, as George W. Bush memorably put it, is that a president wouldn't even have time to get off the "crapper" before having to make a launch decision, a decision that could be based on partial, contradictory, or even false information. Ronald Reagan, when he assumed the presidency, was said to have been shocked that he would have as little as six minutes to make a decision to launch. Barack Obama thought that it was madness to expect a president to make such a decision--the most important that would ever be made by a single person in all of human history--in a matter of minutes.

We are living through one of the more febrile periods of the nuclear era. The contours of World War III are visible in the Russian invasion of Ukraine. Russia has been aided by Iran and North Korea and opposed by Europe and, for the time being, the United States. Pakistan and India, two nuclear states, recently fought a near-war; Iran, which has for decades sought the destruction of Israel through terrorism and other means, has seen its nuclear sites come under attack by Israel and the United States, in what could be termed an act of nonproliferation by force; North Korea continues to expand its nuclear arsenal, and South Korea and Japan, as Ross Andersen details elsewhere in this issue, are considering going nuclear in response.

Humans will need luck to survive this period. We have been favored by fortune before, and not only during the Cuban missile crisis. Over the past 80 years, humanity has been saved repeatedly by individuals who possessed unusually good judgment in situations of appalling stress. Two in particular--Stanislav Petrov and John Kelly--spring to my mind regularly, for different reasons. Petrov is worth understanding because, under terrible pressure, he responded skeptically to an attack warning, quite possibly saving the planet. Kelly did something different, but no less difficult: He steered an unstable president away from escalation and toward negotiation.

In September 1983, Petrov was serving as the duty officer at a Soviet command center when its warning system reported that the United States had launched five missiles at Soviet targets. Relations between the U.S. and the U.S.S.R. were tense; just three weeks earlier, the Soviets had shot down a civilian South Korean airliner. Petrov defied established protocols governing such an alert and declared the launch warning to be false. He understood that the detection system was new and only partially tested. He also knew that Soviet doctrine held that an American attack, should it come, would be overwhelming, and not a mere five missiles. He reported to his superiors that he believed the attack warning to be a mistake, and he prevented a nuclear exchange between the two superpowers by doing so. (Later, it was determined that a Soviet satellite had mistakenly interpreted the interplay between clouds and the sun over Montana and North Dakota as missile launches.)

John Kelly, the retired four-star Marine general who served as White House chief of staff for part of Donald Trump's first term, is known for his Sisyphean labors on behalf of order in an otherwise anarchic decision-making environment. Kelly, during his 17 months as chief of staff, understood that Trump was particularly dangerous on matters of national security. Trump was ignorant of world affairs, Kelly believed, and authoritarian by instinct. Kelly experienced these flaws directly in 2017, when Trump regularly insulted the North Korean leader, Kim Jong Un, who was widely regarded as inexperienced and unstable himself. After North Korea threatened "physical action" against its enemies, Trump said, "They will be met with fire and fury and frankly power, the likes of which this world has never seen before."

Read: John Kelly finally lets loose on Trump

Kelly repeatedly warned Trump that such language could cause Kim, eager to prove his bona fides to the senior generals around him, to overreact by attacking South Korea. But Trump continued, tweeting: "Military solutions are now fully in place, locked and loaded, should North Korea act unwisely. Hopefully Kim Jong Un will find another path!" Kim later responded by firing missiles over Japan and calling Trump a "mentally deranged U.S. dotard."

According to reporting in Michael S. Schmidt's book, Donald Trump v. The United States: Inside the Struggle to Stop a President, Kelly told Trump, "You're pushing him to prove he's a man. If you push him into a corner, he may strike out. You don't want to box him in." Schmidt wrote, "The president of the United States had no appreciation for the fact that he could bring the country not just to the brink of a war at any moment--but a nuclear war that could easily escalate into the most dangerous one in world history." Kelly realized that his warnings to Trump weren't penetrating, so he played, instead, on Trump's insecurities, and on his need to be a hero, or, at the very least, a salesman. "No president since North Korea became a communist dictatorship has ever tried to reach out," Kelly told Trump, according to Schmidt. "No president has tried to reason with this guy--you're a big dealmaker, why don't you do that."

Kelly's diversion worked: Trump quickly became enamored of the idea that he would achieve a history-making rapprochement with North Korea. Kelly understood that such a deal was far-fetched, but the pursuit of a chimera would cause Trump to stop threatening nuclear war.

Trump remains an unstable leader in a world far more unstable than it was during his first term. No president has ever been anything close to a perfect steward of America's national security and its nuclear arsenal, but Trump is less qualified than almost any previous leader to manage a nuclear crisis. (Only the late-stage, frequently inebriated Richard Nixon was arguably more dangerous.) Trump is highly reactive, sensitive to insult, and incurious. It is unfair to say that he is likely to wake up one morning and decide to use nuclear weapons--he has spoken intermittently about his loathing of such weapons, and of war more generally--but he could very easily mismanage his way, again, into an escalatory spiral.

From the November 1947 issue: Albert Einstein on avoiding atomic war

The successful end of the Cold War caused many people to believe that the threat of nuclear war had receded. It has historically been difficult to get people to think about the unthinkable. In an article for this magazine in 1947, Albert Einstein explained:

The public, having been warned of the horrible nature of atomic warfare, has done nothing about it, and to a large extent has dismissed the warning from its consciousness. A danger that cannot be averted had perhaps better be forgotten; or a danger against which every possible precaution has been taken also had probably better be forgotten.

We forget at our peril. We forget that 80 years after the world-changing summer of 1945, Russia and the United States alone possess enough nuclear firepower to destroy the world many times over; we forget that China is becoming a near-peer adversary of the U.S.; we forget that the history of the Nuclear Age is filled with near misses, accidents, and wild misinterpretations of reality; and we forget that most humans aren't quite as creative, independent-minded, and perspicacious as Stanislav Petrov and John Kelly.

Most of all, we forget the rule articulated by the mathematician and cryptologist Martin Hellman: that the only way to survive Russian roulette is to stop playing.



This article appears in the August 2025 print edition with the headline "Nuclear Roulette." When you buy a book using a link on this page, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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The True Impact of Trump's Strike on Iran

The president insists Iran's nuclear facilities were "totally obliterated." Not everyone is so sure.

by Missy Ryan, Jonathan Lemire, Ashley Parker, Isaac Stanley-Becker, Shane Harris






By his own account, the military operation that Donald Trump mounted against Iran over the weekend was an unqualified success. Saturday's covert raid, in which U.S. bombers dropped a series of massive, tailor-made bombs onto fortified Iranian sites, left Tehran's nuclear capability "completely and totally obliterated," the president proclaimed in a triumphant White House address late that night.

The reality is more complex. Although the operation achieved an impressive level of tactical success, with a swarm of warplanes penetrating Iran unchallenged following a long, undetected flight from Missouri, it will be far harder than the president has suggested to reliably evaluate the damage inflicted on Iran's ability to manufacture a nuclear weapon. The information that's emerged so far suggests to experts that Iran's nuclear capacities have been set back significantly but that the two-decade atomic standoff with Iran is by no means over.

In the 48 hours since the strikes, Trump's top advisers have given differing answers about the fate of Iran's stockpiles of enriched uranium, which, satellite imagery suggests, Iranian authorities may have relocated prior to the strikes. Iranian leaders, meanwhile, have given no indication that they are ready to surrender the nuclear program. Facing the likelihood of ongoing U.S. and Israeli attacks, they may be more likely to make the long-feared decision to try to race toward a bomb.

Read: The United States bombed Iran. What comes next?

"This is probably not the end of the program, and certainly not the end of their aspirations," Daniel Shapiro, a former U.S. ambassador to Israel and a top Pentagon official for the Middle East under Presidents Barack Obama and Joe Biden, told us.

He said that, prior to Saturday's strikes, Iran had been "days away" from being able to enrich to weapons-grade levels, and had been working to shorten the time required to turn its material into a bomb. "That means that absent the U.S. and Israeli strikes, we would be sitting on a knife's edge, which was not acceptable," said Shapiro, who is now a fellow at the Atlantic Council. Iranian leaders, however, may now judge it necessary to abandon United Nations restrictions and rush toward weaponization to survive. "And so there's the other side of the knife's edge, which has the potential to be even worse," Shapiro said.

Since Saturday, Trump has shown little tolerance for those who have criticized the wisdom of what the Pentagon has dubbed "Operation Midnight Hammer." The president's allies are now seeking to unseat Representative Thomas Massie, a Kentucky Republican who complained about the sidelining of Congress's constitutional authority to declare war. Trump has also pushed back against skeptical coverage in the press. "The sites that we hit in Iran were totally destroyed, and everyone knows it," he posted today on Truth Social.

His ire has even been directed at some in his own administration. According to one outside adviser, Trump has groused in private about the early assessments from those, including Vice President J. D. Vance and Joint Chiefs Chairman General Dan Caine, who allowed for the possibility that the Iranian sites were anything other than completely wiped out. "The president simply wants a black-and-white success," the adviser told us. (Like others interviewed for this story, the adviser spoke on the condition of anonymity to discuss sensitive matters).

Read: American democracy might not survive war with Iran

Trump has also indicated to senior aides and allies that he would prefer Saturday's strikes be a one-off rather than a sustained campaign against a country that, though weakened after 10 days of extensive bombing by Israel, retains substantial military power, according to the outside adviser and a senior White House official. The president likes the idea of a single, awe-inspiring, nuclear-facility-destroying show of force, and has expressed reluctance to go much beyond that. He has ruled out sending American troops on the ground and is mindful of the divide in his political base about a new foreign entanglement. But he has also left open the possibility of authorizing further attacks if Iran mounts any successful counteraction against the United States.

"He's basking in the success and ability to do these things," another outside adviser told us. "But I don't get the impression that his appetite for prolonged military engagement has changed at this point."



Iran today launched a series of missiles toward a major U.S. air base in Qatar, but U.S. military officials reported no significant damage. Afterwards, Trump derided Iran's "very weak response" and announced that 13 out of 14 missiles had been shot down, while the 14th had been off target. The events suggest that, rather than escalating, military confrontation between the U.S. and Iran is winding down. In the early evening, Trump posted that the U.S., Israel, and Iran have reached agreement on a cease-fire that, he said, will bring "an official END to THE 12 DAY WAR."

Before Iran's counterattack today, Trump had indicated privately that he would be open to letting the exchange conclude so long as no Americans were killed, either at military bases in the Middle East or in the United States at the hands of a sleeper cell, according to the senior White House official and one of the outside advisers. They told us that Trump will have less patience for American military casualties or damage to American facilities than he did five years ago, when Iran struck at a U.S. base in Iraq following Trump's decision to target the military leader Qassem Soleimani. Since the latest flare-up began, Trump has tried, with a series of social-media posts--including an incendiary one about "regime change"--to dissuade Tehran from taking action that would require a forceful response.

"If Iran wants the U.S. to be done, then the U.S. will be done," an American official told us, summarizing Trump's desire to take further military action only if Tehran were to pull off a significant retaliatory strike. A former U.S. intelligence officer told us that Iran's counterstrike today was more symbolic than anything: It appeared aimed at "showing that they have not been completely cowed and that they can demonstrate to their own people, to the region, to their proxies, that they can defend Iranian sovereignty."



Since Saturday, military and intelligence officials have been rushing to collect information about the extent of the damage to Iran's nuclear program and its remaining capability. One senior Israeli official--whose country has perhaps the most granular knowledge of Iran's program and the personnel involved in it--told us that the impact remains unclear but that Iran's nuclear facilities have not been entirely destroyed. Assessing the damage is especially difficult because the country's known centrifuges, at Fordo and Natanz, are buried underground. Although the Air Force's B-2 pilots aimed their munitions at ventilation shafts and officials boasted of a clean hit, the extent of destruction is impossible to know from satellite imagery; international observers have also been unable to access the site. Not even the Iranians may know for sure how much, if anything, remains.

The relative dearth of information offers a sharp contrast to the war in Iraq, where the U.S. occupation that followed the 2003 invasion provided the U.S. military with an opportunity for an up-close study of its own weaponeering. After the initial wave of bombing, American troops' ability to travel freely across Iraq allowed them to conduct inspections of the effects of explosives dropped from the sky. In some cases, U.S. troops climbed into the wreckage of bombed buildings and discovered that the destruction inflicted by U.S. munitions had fallen far short of what military calculations had predicted.

One former senior military official told us that the lessons in "weapons effects" drawn from that conflict also informed the development of newer, more potent bombs. That includes the Massive Ordnance Penetrator, or GBU-57, which is the 30,000-pound "bunker-busting" bomb developed specifically for Iran's underground nuclear sites. "The thing was built for that target," the former official said. Fourteen of them were dropped over the weekend.

But without American personnel on the ground, and with the possibility that international inspectors will never reach the damaged sites, the Trump administration must rely on a combination of satellite imagery, intercepted Iranian communications, and human intelligence to assess the impact. Although Israel has demonstrated a remarkable penetration of Iran's scientific and military establishment over the past year, even it may not know the location and condition of Iran's enriched-uranium supply or the condition of its centrifuges and weapons-making components. No one knows, either, whether Iran, as it suggested earlier this month, can fall back on a third enrichment site it purports to have created, in addition to the damaged facilities at Fordo and Natanz.

After 10 days of Israeli strikes on Iran's air- and missile-defense sites and other security installations, the country's conventional military capability has been seriously weakened. But as Matthew Bunn, a nuclear expert at Harvard Kennedy School, noted to us, the long-term impact on the nuclear program is likely smaller. Meanwhile, any hope of a negotiated solution in which Iran agrees to give up enrichment is likely diminished.


 Iran has long been divided between hard-liners who place high value on attaining a bomb and others who favor negotiations, sanctions relief, and global reintegration. Now the political power of the latter faction "has been destroyed by these strikes," Bunn said. "There's quite a number of people who are saying, Damn, we really need that nuclear weapon now."
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Trump Changed. The Intelligence Didn't.

The president's decision to drop bombs on Iran was opportunistic, not a result of new information.

by Shane Harris




Whenever Donald Trump has contemplated confrontation with Iran, his decisions have been guided less by the consensus of the U.S. intelligence community than by his own calculation of risk and reward. At times he has pulled the trigger. At times he has backed down. All the while, the U.S. assessment of Iranian nuclear intentions has stayed remarkably consistent.



Now, Trump has gone all in. His decision this week to drop more than a dozen of the largest conventional bombs in the U.S. arsenal on key Iranian nuclear facilities was based, he has said, on his belief that Iran is close to being able to make the ultimate weapon.



That's not exactly what his intelligence agencies have concluded. Their official, publicly stated assessment of Iran's nuclear-weapons ambitions is that Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei suspended the country's nuclear-weapons program in 2003, the year that the U.S. invaded Iraq and toppled Saddam Hussein in order to seize his supposed weapons of mass destruction. Those turned out to not exist. But Iran's leaders reasonably feared that the U.S. might next turn its sights on their country and its very real weapons program.



Tulsi Gabbard, the director of national intelligence and (on paper at least) Trump's senior intelligence adviser, reiterated the consensus view in congressional testimony this March. But she also noted that Iran had built up its largest-ever stockpile of enriched uranium, the core ingredient of a weapon, in a manner that was "unprecedented for a state without nuclear weapons."



Her brief remark escaped much scrutiny but turns out to have been telling.



In recent briefings with Trump, CIA Director John Ratcliffe has laid out what the intelligence agencies know, particularly about Iran's uranium stockpiles, and said Iran was clearly trying to build a nuclear weapon, according to officials familiar with his presentation who spoke on the condition of anonymity to discuss a sensitive matter. On its face, that appears to contradict the long-standing intelligence-community position. But Ratcliffe's analysis is actually a more nuanced reading of the available information.



In a separate briefing for lawmakers last week, Ratcliffe used a football analogy to describe Iran's ambitions: If a team had gone 99 yards down the field, its intention was obviously to score a touchdown, not stop at the one-yard line, he said.



International experts agree that Iran has enriched uranium to a point that is close to weapons grade, a fact that Vice President J. D. Vance has emphasized in his own public remarks. Senior administration officials take little comfort in Khamenei's decades-old halt to the nuclear-weapons program. Trump believes that Iran is actively pursuing everything it would need to build a weapon, and in relatively short order, if the supreme leader gave the go-ahead. That's the real threat, and the reason Trump gave the order to strike now, officials told me.



It also helps that Israel has assisted in paving the way. Trump's thinking is in line with Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu's; the prime minister has said that Iran may have been months or mere weeks away from building a weapon, and has generally taken the view that the country's leaders are stockpiling uranium precisely for that purpose. In the week leading up to the U.S. strike--which Israeli leaders appear not to have known about in advance--the Israeli air force pummeled nuclear facilities, killed nuclear scientists and experts, and degraded Iranian air defenses.



The Israeli attacks, like the American ones, appear to have been largely driven by a sense of opportunity, after Israel previously weakened the regime and neutralized its longtime proxy forces in the region. There is no reason to think that the Trump administration, or Israel, suddenly had some new window into Khamenei's brain. But the president took an intuitive view of the intelligence the U.S. has long possessed, and a fateful set of actions based on it.



It's too pat to say that Trump has ignored his intelligence advisers, although he certainly created that impression. "Well then my intelligence community is wrong," he said earlier in the week when a reporter noted that the agencies had found no evidence that Iran was trying to build a weapon. Trump had previously said that Gabbard was also wrong when she testified earlier this year.



Officials have told me that they're not just concerned about Iran's ability to build a warhead that could be placed atop a ballistic missile--a complex process that would require Iran to build a device that could survive reentry into Earth's atmosphere and land precisely on its target. The regime could construct a simpler device and hand it over to a third party.



In an interview last month with a state-linked news outlet, Fereydoon Abbasi-Davani, a prominent Iranian nuclear scientist and the former head of the country's Atomic Energy Organization, warned that Iran could use nuclear weapons against the U.S., Great Britain, and Israel without deploying them on missiles or an aircraft. "What if they are attacked from within?" he asked, an unsubtle suggestion that Iran could give a nuclear weapon to one of its proxies.



Israel was apparently listening and thought that Abbassi-Davani might possess the know-how to make such a device. He was killed earlier this month in an Israeli air strike.



Democratic lawmakers and Trump's critics are sure to press for more information on when and how the president came to his decision. Senator Chris Murphy of Connecticut told my colleague Isaac Stanley-Becker that he was briefed last week on the intelligence. It "was clear to me that Iran did not pose an imminent threat, that they are not on the verge of being able to obtain a nuclear weapon that could pose a real threat to neighbors, and that negotiations were ongoing and certainly not at their endpoints," Murphy said.



On Sunday morning, Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth briefed reporters about the U.S. operation and was asked whether new information had persuaded Trump to act. Hegseth declined to share many details about Trump's decision making, but he allowed that "the president has made it very clear [that] he's looked at all of this, all of the intelligence, all the information, and come to the conclusion that the Iranian nuclear program is a threat, and was willing to take this precision operation to neutralize that threat."



Ultimately, Trump's decision to bomb Iran had little to do with any sudden change in intelligence assessments. The choice to use military force was a judgment call, and now, it's his to own.


 Isaac Stanley-Becker and Missy Ryan contributed reporting.
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Trump's Two-Week Window for Diplomacy Was a Smoke Screen

Even as the president suggested that he was open to negotiations, he had already made up his mind.

by Michael Scherer, Missy Ryan, Isaac Stanley-Becker, Shane Harris, Jonathan Lemire


President Donald Trump and Vice President J. D. Vance sit in the Situation Room on Saturday. (The White House / AP)



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


Well, he did it. He actually did it.

President Donald Trump had insisted for months that he wanted the ultimate deal with Iran, one that would put a definitive end to the country's ability to produce a nuclear weapon. As late as Thursday, he'd suggested that Iran's leaders would have up to two more weeks to negotiate. But at that point, he had already made up his mind: The United States was going to bomb Iran.

The president had privately communicated his decision to bomb Iran's nuclear sites after a meeting with national security advisers on Wednesday, two people familiar with his decision told us. His statement on Thursday, suggesting a two-week window and "a substantial chance of negotiation" with Iran, was a feint meant to keep the Iranians off guard, four people familiar with the planning told us. (The White House did not respond to a request for comment on Saturday night.)

Trump declared from the White House on Saturday that the strikes hours earlier had left Iran's nuclear facilities "completely and totally obliterated," and demanded that Iran abandon any remaining nuclear capability. The assault was the culmination of a nearly two-decade effort to contain or end Iran's nuclear program. It thrusts the United States more deeply into a high-stakes confrontation with a country where members of Parliament chant, "Death to America," and quite possibly increases the potential for counterattacks and economic disruption.

"There will be either peace, or there will be tragedy for Iran," Trump said, standing with Vice President J. D. Vance, Secretary of State Marco Rubio, and Secretary of Defense Pete Hegseth.

The suggestion of a two-week reprieve Trump announced on Thursday came as the U.S. government prepared for a range of scenarios, flying U.S. citizens out of Israel, moving personnel out of American embassies in the Middle East, and dispersing ships and aircraft from bases in the region to prevent damage in any Iranian attack.

The administration must now brace for the possibility of Iranian retaliation, which current and former officials told us would most likely be aimed at U.S. bases, personnel, or facilities in the Gulf, Iraq, or elsewhere in the region. The attacks could also have commercial repercussions if Tehran moves to attack or block shipping in the waterways off Iran.

The operation was closely coordinated with Israel, now a week into its own highly effective bombing campaign on Iranian nuclear and military sites, a person familiar with the planning told us. After the U.S. strikes concluded, Trump spoke with Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu, who has long pushed the United States to act.

Trump chose to initiate his air assault after he was impressed by the success of Israel's offensive, which has further eroded Iran's air-defense capability, and came to believe that "a little push from us would make it incredibly successful," an ally of the president who spoke with him about the decision told us.

U.S. officials told us that Trump had genuinely wanted to strike a nuclear deal with Iran--seven years after he'd ripped up the agreement reached by former President Barack Obama--but had come to an impasse with the Iranians over the issue of the enrichment of uranium. Washington had demanded that Tehran give up enrichment entirely or else submit to strict American and international supervision; Iran had refused those conditions. Some officials held out hope that U.S. bombing will change Iran's calculus and force its leaders to negotiate on the full dismantlement of the nuclear program. In the short term, however, they predicted that Iran will resort to asymmetric warfare, deploying cyberattacks and other operations that could potentially draw the United States further into the conflict.

Retired General Joseph Votel, who served as the commander of U.S. Central Command during the Obama and first Trump administrations, told us that the United States will now employ aerial surveillance, mapping, and signals intelligence to assess the damage to Iranian nuclear sites.

"It's not as great as putting your own eyeballs on it," Votel said, "but it's pretty good."

Trump's announcement of U.S. strikes on Saturday evening came about 90 minutes after the White House told reporters following the president that there would be no more news for the night and that they could go home. European leaders were meeting with an Iranian delegation as recently as Friday, in an effort to further negotiations. It was not clear whether the United States had told even its closest allies that, all the while, Trump had already made up his mind to strike.

Precisely what convinced Trump that Iran was close to making a weapon remains mysterious. For years, including when Trump was last in office, the U.S. intelligence community has publicly stated that Iran is not trying to build a nuclear weapon. Director of National Intelligence Tulsi Gabbard reiterated that bottom-line conclusion during congressional testimony in March.

But Trump dismissed her statement and the information behind it. "She's wrong," Trump told reporters on Friday, days after he had already made the decision to bomb Iranian nuclear facilities. Iran had gathered "a tremendous amount of material," he continued, apparently referring to the enriched uranium necessary to create a bomb. Earlier in the week, Trump had said that he thought Iran was "very close to having" weapons.

The U.S. intelligence community had also said that Iran was enriching uranium that could potentially be used in a weapon, and was stockpiling highly enriched uranium far in excess of what would be needed for a civilian energy program.

But crucially, U.S. intelligence agencies had long ago determined that Iran's supreme leader had suspended the weapons program in 2003. Enriching nuclear material is just one component of a weapon. A nuclear warhead has to be fitted onto a ballistic missile capable of surviving reentry into Earth's atmosphere and landing on its target--not a trivial feat of engineering.

In an apparent attempt to make U.S. intelligence analysis adhere more closely to Trump's own judgments, Gabbard said on Friday that her comments before Congress that Iran was not trying to build a weapon had been deliberately misinterpreted by "dishonest media."

"America has intelligence that Iran is at the point that it can produce a nuclear weapon within weeks to months, if they decide to finalize the assembly," she said in a post on X. She offered no additional information to explain that conclusion.

In a statement after the U.S. strikes, Senator Mark Warner of Virginia, the top Democrat on the Senate Intelligence Committee, argued that Trump had made his decision "without regard to the consistent conclusions of the intelligence community."

Trump had fervently hoped for a negotiated deal but had also been convinced that Iran had never been weaker and would not be able to retaliate in a meaningful way, two people familiar with the matter told us.

"Iran was in trouble," one said, "and now was the moment to pounce."
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The United States Bombed Iran. What Comes Next?

President Trump is taking an enormous risk.

by Tom Nichols




President Donald Trump has done what he swore he would not do: involve the United States in a war in the Middle East. His supporters will tie themselves in knots (as Vice President J. D. Vance did last week) trying to jam the square peg of Trump's promises into the round hole of his actions. And many of them may avoid calling this "war" at all, even though that's what Trump himself called it tonight. They will want to see it as a quick win against an obstinate regime that will eventually declare bygones and come to the table. But whether bombing Iran was a good idea or a bad idea--and it could turn out to be either, or both--it is war by any definition of the term, and something Trump had vowed he would avoid.

So what's next? Before considering the range of possibilities, it's important to recognize how much we cannot know at this moment. The president's statement tonight was a farrago of contradictions: He said, for example, that the main Iranian nuclear sites were "completely and totally obliterated"--but it will take time to assess the damage, and he has no way of knowing this. He claimed that the Iranian program has been destroyed--but added that there are still "many targets" left. He said that Iran could suffer even more in the coming days--but the White House has reportedly assured Iran through back channels that these strikes were, basically, a one-and-done, and that no further U.S. action is forthcoming.

(In a strange moment, Trump added: "I want to just say, we love you, God, and we love our great military." Presidents regularly ask God to bless the American nation and its military forces--as Trump did in his next utterance--but it was a bit unnerving to see a commander in chief order a major military action and then declare how much "we" love the Creator.)

Only one outcome is certain: Hypocrisy in the region and around the world will reach galactic levels as nations wring their hands and silently pray that the B-2s carrying the bunker-buster bombs did their job.

Beyond that, the most optimistic view is that the introduction of American muscle into this war will produce a humiliating end to Iran's long-standing nuclear ambitions, enable more political disorder in Iran, and finally create the conditions for the fall of the mullahs. This may have been the Israeli plan from the start: Despite Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu's warnings about the imminence of an Iranian nuclear-weapons capability and the need to engage in preemption, this was a preventive war. The Israelis could not destroy sites such as Fordow without the Americans. Israeli military actions suggest that Netanyahu was trying to increase the chances of regime change in Tehran while making a side bet on dragging Trump into the fray and outsourcing the tougher nuclear targets to the United States.

The very worst outcome is the polar opposite of the optimistic case. In this bleak alternative, the Air Force either didn't find, or couldn't destroy, all of the key parts of the Iranian program; the Iranians then try to sprint across the finish line to a bomb. In the meantime, Tehran lashes out against U.S. targets in the region and closes the Strait of Hormuz. The Iranian opposition fades in importance as angry Iranian citizens take their government's part.

One dangerous possibility in this pessimistic scenario is that the Iranians do real damage to American assets or kill a number of U.S. servicepeople, and Trump, confused and enraged, tries to widen his war against a country more than twice the size of Iraq.

Perhaps the most likely outcome, however, is more mixed. The Iranian program may not be completely destroyed, but if the intelligence was accurate and the bombers hit their targets, Tehran's nuclear clock has likely been set back years. (This in itself is a good thing; whether it is worth the risks Trump has taken is another question.) The Iranian people will likely rally around the flag and the regime, but the real question is whether that effect will last.

The Iranian regime will be wounded but will likely survive; the nuclear program will be delayed but will likely continue; the region will become more unstable but is unlikely to erupt into a full-blown war involving the United States.

But plenty of wild cards are in the deck.

First, as strategists and military planners always warn, the "enemy gets a vote." The Iranians may respond in ways the U.S. does not expect. The classic war-gaming mistake is to assume that your opponent will respond in ways that fit nicely with your own plans and capabilities. But the Iranians have had a long time to think about this eventuality; they may have schemes ready that the U.S. has not foreseen. (Why not spread around radiological debris, for example, and then blame the Americans for a near-disaster?) Trump has issued a warning to Iran not to react, but what might count as "reacting"?

Second, we cannot know the subsequent effects of an American attack. For now, other Middle Eastern regimes may be relieved to see Iran's nuclear clock turned back. But if the Iranian regime survives and continues even a limited nuclear program, those same nations may sour on what they will see as an unsuccessful plan hatched in Jerusalem and carried out by Washington.

Diplomacy elsewhere will likely suffer. The Russians have been pounding Ukraine with even greater viciousness than usual all week and now may wave away the last of Trump's feckless attempts to end the war. Other nations might see American planes flying over Iran and think that the North Koreans had the right idea all along: assemble a few crude nuclear weapons as fast as you can to deter further attempts to end your regime.

Finally, the chances for misperception and accidents are now higher than they were yesterday. In 1965, the United States widened the war in Southeast Asia after two purported attacks from North Vietnam; the Americans were not sure at the time whether both of these attacks had actually happened, and as it turns out, one of them probably had not. The Middle East, moreover, is full of opportunities for screwups and mistakes: If Trump continues action against Iran, he will need excellent intelligence and tight organization at the Pentagon.

And this is where the American strikes were really a gamble: They were undertaken by a White House national-security team staffed by unqualified appointees, some of whom--including the director of national intelligence and the secretary of defense himself--Trump has reportedly frozen out of his inner circle. (Given that those positions are held by Tulsi Gabbard and Pete Hegseth, respectively, it is both terrifying and a relief to know that they may have little real influence.) The American defense and intelligence communities are excellent, but they can function for only so long without competent leadership.
 
 Trump has had preternatural luck as president: He has survived scandals, major policy failures, and even impeachment, events that would have ended other administrations.The American planes dropped their payloads and returned home safely. So he might skate past this war, even if it will be hard to explain to the MAGA faithful who believed him, as they always do, when he told them that he was the peace candidate. But perhaps the biggest and most unpredictable gamble Trump took in bombing Iran was sending American forces into harm's way in the Middle East with a team that was never supposed to be in charge of an actual war.
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A Wartime Diary From Tehran

Dispatches from the Iranian capital under bombardment

by Alireza Iranmehr




On June 13, 2025, Israel launched air strikes on nuclear and military sites in Iran. Over the 12 days that followed, the Israeli campaign expanded to include energy and other infrastructure; Iran retaliated with drone and missile strikes inside Israel; and the United States entered the conflict with strikes on Iranian nuclear facilities on June 22. Alireza Iranmehr is a novelist and an essayist who lives in the north of Iran but returned to Tehran to witness and document the bombardment. He sent the following series of short dispatches to his translator throughout the conflict.

June 16, 8:30 p.m.

The enormous roundabout at Azadi Square was full of cars, yet still felt somehow deserted. Then it dawned on me: Humans--they were mostly missing. Where normally tens of thousands of pedestrians thronged, now there were only a scattered few. Even many of the cars sat empty.

Azadi Square is commonly the first place one sees upon arriving in Tehran and the last upon departure; several major expressways pass through it, and it is not far from Mehrabad Airport, which serves domestic flights. The airport reportedly had been bombarded a couple of days before, but I could not discern any sign of destruction from where I stood--just the smell of burned plastic cutting through the usual city smog.

Earlier that day, in Bandar Anzali, on the Caspian shore, I had been lucky to find a cab driver willing to bring me all the way to Tehran. The driver told me that he'd made the opposite trip with three young women in the middle of the night--and charged them 25 times the going rate. "You can see what's going on," he said. "There's no gas. All the cars are stuck on the road. This is a five-hour trip, and it took us 15 hours."

He wasn't lying: The stream of cars trying to get out of Tehran appeared endless. Some vehicles were stranded on the sides of the road, having run out of fuel. Men banded together to move huge concrete barriers out of the way, so that they could turn their vehicles around to head back into the city. My driver pointed to the rear of his car and said, "I had an extra four 20-gallon cans of gasoline just in case. I didn't want to get stranded."

I asked why he didn't just stay in Bandar Anzali after dropping off the women.

"And stay where? My wife and kids are back in Tehran," he said. "And you? Why are you going to Tehran?"

I wanted to tell him that I was going back to Tehran to witness the most important event in Iran's recent history, so that I could write about it. But that suddenly seemed ridiculous and unbelievable. I said instead, "I'm going to see some of my friends."

He nodded. "Be careful," he said, with a note of suspicion. "There are a lot of spies around these days in Tehran."

Was he suggesting that I might be one of those spies? It rubbed me the wrong way, but I didn't say anything.

Now, nearly alone in the middle of Azadi Square, I was seized with doubt, and then fear. The streets and sidewalks seemed wider than before, and newly ominous. I started to walk toward Azadi Boulevard when an ear-splitting sound threw me suddenly off balance.

I looked up at the sky: Anti-aircraft fire and tracers appeared, clusters of little dots that ascended and then turned into flashes of white. There was nothing else in that sky. No airplanes. Down the road, I saw another man standing, looking up with intense curiosity, as though mesmerized.


A man watches the horizon from his roof in Tehran, June 16. (Atta Kenare / AFP / Getty)



Read: The invisible city of Tehran

No sirens sounded. No crowds ran looking for shelter. There was only the vacant expanse above, and an eerie noise like the buzzing of flies after the anti-aircraft guns went quiet. I'd heard somewhere that this was the sound of Israeli drones searching for their targets. Somewhere far away, an explosion boomed, and then came the anti-aircraft fire again, even farther away.

Strange to say, but my fear lifted. I felt calm as I headed for the home of a friend on Jeyhoon Street--one who had decided to remain in Tehran and said I could spend the night. So I strolled, knowing the sky would light up again before long.

June 19

At 2 a.m., after a long break, explosions came, one after another. I had left Jeyhoon Street and was now staying with Mostafa and Sahar, two of my best friends, in an apartment on the top floor of a building at the Ghasr Crossroad. This area of the city was packed with military and security sites that made likely targets for bombardment.

Mostafa worked for the Tehran municipality. Sahar, after years of trying, was finally pregnant. When I'd called to ask if I could stay the night, they were delighted--at last, company in their anxiety. They'd remained in Tehran because Sahar had been prescribed strict bed rest.

"If we stay, we may or may not get killed," Mostafa told me. "But if we leave, our child will definitely not make it. So we've stayed."

By 2:30 a.m., the sound of anti-aircraft fire was relentless. I saw a shadow moving in the hallway: Mostafa. He asked if I was awake, then made for my window, opening it. Now the sounds were exponentially louder, and a pungent odor of something burning entered the room. He'd come in here to smoke a cigarette, and in the effort to keep the smoke away from Sahar and their bedroom, he had allowed the entire apartment to be permeated by the scorching smell of war.

"Sahar isn't afraid?" I asked him.

"Sahar is afraid of everything since the pregnancy," he replied.

A flash brightened the sky, and a few moments later, the sound of a distant blast swept over us. Mostafa left his half-smoked cigarette on the edge of the sill and hurried to check on Sahar. I saw a bright orange flame to the east of us outside. Apropos of nothing, or everything, I thought of "The Wall," Jean-Paul Sartre's short story set during the Spanish Civil War: Several prisoners huddle in a basement, waiting to be shot and wondering about the pain to come--whether it would be better to take a bullet to the face or to the gut. I imagined myself in the midst of that explosion, wondered whether shattered glass or falling steel beams and concrete would be what killed me.


Iran's air defense systems counter Israeli airstrikes in Tehran, June 21. (Hayi / Middle East Images / AFP / Getty)



Mostafa reappeared. I asked how Sahar was doing.

"She's still reading," he said. "I think it was the Tehranpars district they just hit."

"No, it looked to me like it was Resalat," I said. Then, after a pause: "You remember how during the war with Iraq, if anyone ever smoked in front of a window they'd say the guy is suicidal? For years, my father had blankets nailed over all our windows, to make sure our lights weren't visible from outside."

"They say the same thing now," Mostafa said. "'Don't stand in front of windows.' But I think it makes no difference. The more advanced technology gets, the less room you have to hide. Window or no window means nothing."

June 20

I'd imagined that getting inside Shariati Hospital without a press ID would be impossible. But as with just about everything else in Iran, access was a matter of having a contact.

The hallways were packed with injured people, staff running every which way--more than one TV crew looked utterly lost on first entering the building. At one point, someone announced that the hospital was full and would have to redirect the newly injured elsewhere.

I stuck my head into rooms, as though looking for someone I'd lost. That was plausible enough under the circumstances that no one paid me any mind. After a while, I began to feel as though I really had lost somebody. The hospital had become a field of haphazard body parts, the smell of Betadine infusing everything.

A man sat quite still in the hallway, most of his face seemingly gone and wrapped in gauze. Another man had lost a hand. He stared quietly at the ceiling with a strangely beatific look, as though his face was made of clay that was now drying with the impression of an old smile that wouldn't go away.

In one room, a TV crew interviewed a woman. She described the moment her home exploded. First, she'd heard multiple blasts in the distance. She told her husband and child to get away from the window. Then a flash, and the entire building trembled. Their apartment had been on the third floor, but when she opened her eyes, she was in the first-floor parking lot. Rescue workers still hadn't found a trace of her husband or child. She began to cry, and I retreated back into the hallway, where an old man sat on his knees, praying. He was wearing a thick, black winter skullcap despite the heat. He looked up at me and said, "Half the house is gone. The other half remains. My son and daughter-in-law were in the other half."

"Are they all right?" I asked him.

The old man didn't answer and went back to his praying. After a while, he started to weep. A half minute later came the sounds of air defenses. A woman screamed, pointing at the window, while several others tried to calm her down.

Outside, an ambulance wailed into the lot. Two days earlier, ambulances had been directed to turn off their sirens so as not to add to the general anxiety. But today, the alarms were back. I was in no special hurry to get to my next destination, but somehow I found myself speed-walking, even running, toward the address.

Arash Azizi: Iran's stunning incompetence

The woman people had been calling the "cat lady" stood at her door, looking past me as though into a burning forest. I followed her to the kitchen, where she handed me a glass of lemonade. There had to be several dozen cats in that house--maybe 60 or more. The woman tiptoed among them like someone walking in a shallow pool of water. "Only 12 are mine," she said. "The rest--their owners have been dropping off here the past few days."

"How come they don't fight with each other?" I asked. I've had my share of cats and know that they don't readily share space with their own kind.

She said, "In normal times, yes. They'd fight. But it's as if they know what's going on. When they first get here, they take one look around and then find a corner and sit quietly and wait." During explosions, the cats would huddle together or hide under the furniture.

I asked her whether she was also afraid. She smiled. "When you have to take care of this many cats, you don't have time to be afraid."

A tabby with big, orange eyes rubbed against her ankles. She bent down to pick up the animal and caress it. Some people had abandoned their house pets on the streets when they left the city, she told me. They had little chance of surviving. She'd become the cat lady by posting an ad: For absolutely free, she was willing to take care of anyone's cat.

"My biggest problem right now is finding enough litter and dry food for them," she told me. "All the pet shops are closed. I try to give them wet food that I cook myself. But a lot of them are not used to it and get diarrhea."

She told me that one pet-shop owner she knew had promised to come back to Tehran that night with supplies. I contemplated that as I finished a second lemonade: A pet-shop owner returning to Tehran under bombardment to make sure these cats have litter and food.

Back outside, the sky was quiet. Moving through the back alleys of the Yusefabad neighborhood, I found myself hurrying again, although I had no idea why.


Tehran's Grand Bazaar, empty, on June 16 (Atta Kenare / AFP / Getty)



June 24

A seemingly continuous flood of cars was returning to the city. Here and there, an anti-aircraft gun would go off for a second, but no one looked up at the sky anymore. Taxicabs were still rare and very expensive, but the metro and buses had been made free for everyone, at all hours.

I decided to visit my publisher, Cheshmeh bookstore, on Karim Khan Avenue. My latest book came out just a month ago, but the war froze everything, book launches especially.

Cheshmeh had hung a white banner outside. It read: Our shelter is the bookstore. The words gave me a warm feeling after days of fear. Inside, the store smelled of paper. Several of my old writer friends were there, amid a crowd talking about politics.

A young man with tired eyes was showing his cellphone screen to two others and saying, "Look at what they're writing about me. 'He's in the regime's pay.' Look at all these horrible emojis and comments. And why? Just because I posted something saying, 'I pity our country and I'm against any foreigners attacking it.'"

"They write this sort of garbage about all of us," a middle-aged man offered. "Don't take it seriously. For all we know, they're just pressure groups and bots."

The young man didn't want to hear it. "If I was in the pay of the government, don't you think I should own a home by now at least? I've lost count of how many pages of my books they've censored over the years. Folk like us, we take beatings from both sides."

A gray-haired woman with a blue shawl over her shoulders said to him, "Do and say what you think is right, my son. Some people want to mix everything together." She had a kindly voice that seemed to calm the young man down a little bit.

From behind me, someone said, "I fear this cease-fire is a hoax."

Another voice replied, "No, it's really over. America entered to make sure they wrap it up."

I bought a newly translated book by a Korean author, chatted a little more with friends, and left, taking one last look at that miraculous white banner: Our shelter is our bookstore.

I had hardly slept since the U.S. attack on Iran's nuclear sites two days earlier. At my friend Nasser's house, during the long night of explosions, I'd fixed my gaze on a small chandelier that never stopped quivering. The last night of the war was the absolute worst. A few hours after the world had announced an imminent cease-fire, Nasser's windows were open. The familiar flash, the ensuing rattle and jolt. Nasser ran out of the kitchen with wet hands, shouting, "Didn't the fools announce a cease-fire?"

The explosions came in seemingly endless waves. I was in the bathroom when one shook the building to what felt like the point of collapse. The lights went out, and there was a sound of shattering glass. I spotted Nasser in the living room. He was trying to stand up but couldn't. That chandelier had finally broken into a hundred little pieces. Nasser said nothing, which was strange. I turned on my phone's flashlight and shone it at him. He didn't look right and kept his hand over the side of his abdomen. I turned the light to that area and saw blood.

"What happened?"

"I have little pieces of glass inside me."

"We have to go to the hospital."

"We can't go now. Let's go sit under the stairway. It's safer there."

Arash Azizi: A cease-fire without a conclusion

The building was empty. Everyone else seemed to have left the city. Nasser couldn't: He was an electrical engineer for the national railway and had to remain at his post.

Under the stairs did not feel safer. The building was old and flimsy. I had the feeling that one more blast would send the whole thing crashing down on us. I examined Nasser's wound under the flashlight. It was about eight inches long, but not very deep and not bleeding too much. I closed my eyes and tried to imagine that we were somewhere else when, from outside, I started to hear laughter and voices. I looked at Nasser to see whether I was imagining things. His face was chalk white, but he, too, had heard them.

I opened the door to the outside. Four teenagers were standing right there, in the middle of the street, watching the fireworks in the skies over Tehran with excitement. One of the boys was holding a huge sandwich, and the girls were decked out in the regalia of young goth and metal fans the world over. If it hadn't been for the sound of explosions, I would have imagined I'd been thrown into another time and dimension altogether.

The kids looked thrilled to have run into us. One of the boys asked, "What's happening, hajji?"

"My friend's been injured."

"Dangerous?"

"I'm not sure. I'm thinking I should take him to a hospital."

"You need help?"

I backed Nasser's car out of the garage. It was caked with dust and bits of chipped wall. The kids helped us, and two of them even volunteered to ride along to the hospital. The sounds of explosions retreated as we drove, but the silence that followed was deep and somehow foreboding.

Nasser got stitched up fairly quickly. Dawn light was filtering into the emergency-room waiting area as we prepared to leave, people murmuring to one another that the cease-fire had begun. I looked around for the kids who'd come with us to the hospital. They were gone. I thought about how, years from now, they'd think back on that night, and I wondered how their memories would compare with Nasser's and mine.

That was the last night. Now, leaving the bookstore, I went to the bus terminal at Azadi Square. Tehran was back in full swing; coming and going were easy too. I bought a ticket to Bandar Anzali and, as I boarded, took one last look at the Azadi Square monument--an elegant testimonial to the long suffering of modern Iran. The very next day, June 25, the Tehran Symphonic Orchestra was set to hold a free concert in the square. It was already hard to believe that this city had just experienced a war.


The monument at Azadi Square in Tehran, illuminated, on June 25. (Xinhua / Getty)





*Photo-illustration by Jonelle Afurong / The Atlantic. Source: PATSTOCK / Getty; duncan1890 / Getty; fotograzia / Getty; natrot / Getty; Morteza Nikoubazl / NurPhoto / Getty; Getty.
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Chinese Students Feel a Familiar Chill in America

Surveillance, censorship, detention were things to worry about back home. Now they're here.

by Lavender Au




"I need to get my degree safely," the student told me. A Chinese national and doctoral candidate in social sciences at an American university, she'd recently heard that her social-media messages might be checked at the U.S. border. "Safely," for her, meant a series of measures to avoid anything incriminating: She downloaded the end-to-end-encrypted messaging app Signal and set her messages to disappear after 24 hours, and she also no longer sends sensitive links in group chats--that is, anything involving Donald Trump, Israel, or DEI. She's not the only one with a new sense of anxiety. Whenever her Chinese classmates talk about American politics at the campus cafeteria or in school, she told me, they lower their voices.

The day she and I spoke, June 10, was the final day of China's university-entrance exams. She had been watching videos on the Chinese social-media platform Weibo of students back home being cheered on to the examination venues by crowds, of flowers being handed out, and of police asking motorists not to honk so that students could concentrate on their test. She said it felt as though the whole society was behind them, willing their success.

Earlier that day, she had received an email from her U.S. university department that provided an emergency plan for sudden visa revocation. The memo included a recommendation to make a contact list of immigration attorneys, and a notice to save both digital and printed copies of the plan. The email even came with guidance on securing temporary housing, implying that students needed a backup plan. Seeking clarification, students were told that they were responsible for covering any costs.

"We're students; we don't have lawyers," she said. "We just don't know how to navigate this."

The administration's actions had led to rising defensiveness and pessimism in her circle. And the housing advice prompted her to ask, half-jokingly, "Are we at war, or what?"

I spoke with five Chinese nationals for this article: an undergraduate, a master's student, two people pursuing Ph.D.s, and one newly tenured faculty member. None of them wanted their name used. The younger students--less tethered to the United States--spoke openly about considering other options: countries with clearer rules, less visa ambiguity and angst. The doctoral students were more invested in trying to stay and, despite growing uncertainty, wanted to build a career in the United States. I have been writing about China, from Beijing, for the past few years, so I'm used to my sources asking for anonymity. People in China are acutely conscious of the limits of permissible speech there and how crossing those lines can affect their future. But this time, I wasn't speaking with Chinese people in China; I was speaking with Chinese people in the United States. This time, they weren't afraid of their own government back home, but the American one they were living under.

The grounds for their fear were not hypothetical. The United States is trying to draw a red line to keep out Chinese students it perceives as a national-security threat. The problem is that no one knows exactly where the line is.

From 2009 to 2022, Chinese students were the largest group of international students in the United States. At peak, in the 2019-20 academic year, some 370,000 Chinese students were enrolled at American universities. Numbers have since tapered off, initially because of the pandemic. Then, on May 28, Secretary of State Marco Rubio announced that the U.S. would begin "aggressively" revoking visas of Chinese students, including those studying in "sensitive" fields or with Chinese Communist Party links.

A Republican-backed bill currently in Congress goes further still--it would ban visas for all Chinese nationals looking to study in the United States. The authors of the bill point to China's 2017 National Intelligence Law, which requires citizens to support intelligence-gathering for their home country even when abroad. Although the GOP bill may not pass, its hard-line stance underlines the level of uncertainty students now face.

In June, President Donald Trump appeared to give Chinese students in the U.S. a reprieve when he announced that they would remain welcome, pending a putative trade deal with China. But by making plain that the students were a token in his trade war, Trump only increased the uncertainty of their predicament.

The Chinese students I spoke with were intently parsing official edicts in an effort to work out which course subjects were sensitive and which weren't. What I detected from my conversations with them was their sense of being caught in a guessing game. A formerly innocuous decision about whether to leave the U.S. for a trip now seemed like a high-stakes gamble. In the country that they had believed offered the freest and most resource-rich research environment, they were now carefully policing their own discourse. Back in China, students know the score, but they never expected to be contending with these worries in the United States. In its nationalist rhetoric and sweeping use of state-security justifications, the U.S. was starting to mirror aspects of the very system it has long denounced.

"The White House website looks like a Chinese government site now," the newly tenured professor told me, referring to the oversize portraits of President Trump.

Read: The Trojan Horse will come for us too

When the social-sciences Ph.D. student first applied to study abroad, she regarded the U.S. as the world leader for research in her field. Among her peers, the opportunity to pursue postgraduate studies at an American university was the runaway first choice. She had graduated from China's elite Tsinghua University, known especially for its STEM programs, so America's close ties between research and business, with proximity to venture capital, were part of the draw. "You want to see your work realized in real life," she told me.

That optimism has faded as she's seen the heightened U.S.-China tensions filtering down into life on an American campus. "You always walk with your Chinese identity," she said. "It's hard to isolate yourself from ongoing chaos."

Even during the first Trump administration, some of her friends from China had sensed that the environment in the U.S. was growing more hostile. Those who were studying subjects with potential military applications, such as robotics and information systems, applied to European programs instead. But they faced difficulties there too: After initially receiving offers from universities in the European Union, they saw their visa prospects vanish into a bureaucratic thicket of vetting checks. European countries have also increased their scrutiny of Chinese students who conduct STEM research with potential military, as well as civilian, applications.

A Chinese student at New York University told me that he'd considered joining a "No Kings" rally this month but decided to stay away, fearing that he might endanger his visa. "It's becoming the same as the situation in China," he said. "You can talk about foreign policy, but not domestic policy."

After his positive experience of a year at a U.S. high school, he'd had no hesitation about applying only to American universities--which ranked highly for the engineering degree he expected to graduate with. But he told me he might have applied elsewhere if he had known how quickly American government policy would turn against international students, and Chinese students in particular. Now he was living with the same visa-status anxiety facing friends of his--Chinese nationals or people raised in China--who were seeing their renewals denied or delayed with vague demands for additional paperwork. He wasn't privy to their full applications, but he believed that these obstacles were a result of their Chinese ties.

The NYU student wasn't alone in sensing a shift. A master's student told me that during her reentry to the U.S. last year, she was pulled aside into what Chinese students colloquially call the "little black room," an immigration-interview room at the airport. This reflects a pattern of heightened scrutiny at the border that began under the Biden administration, but Chinese citizens are familiar with the "little black room" because it's what security officers back home use if they suspect some kind of anti-government conduct.

The U.S. immigration officer checking her passport said she could leave after the student declared she was studying graphic design. If her answer had been computer science, she believed from accounts she'd seen on social media, "I'd definitely stay there for a few hours."

A Ph.D. student in a Republican state who has planned a research trip out of the country this summer told me that her adviser expressly warned her not to get involved in protests or post anything pro-Palestine online, and to watch her driving speed. She said these warnings began last year, as red states anticipated Trump's return to power. Fearing that she could be denied reentry, she was ready to cancel her trip entirely if official U.S. announcements became more hard-line.

The master's student has exercised similar precautions. Knowing that social-media accounts are checked and have a bearing on visa issuance, she restricts herself to sharing internet memes that broadly hint at her frustration without specifically criticizing federal immigration policy. Memes live in a "gray area," she said. Being vague makes them "safer."

Read: No more student visas? No problem.

This moment is by no means the first time that the U.S. has viewed Chinese students with suspicion. In the 1950s, American officials placed the scientist Qian Xuesen under house arrest and eventually deported him. The U.S. authorities came to regret their action: Back in China, Qian became the father of its missile-and-space program.

Relations began to thaw in the '70s after President Richard Nixon's historic visit to China. In 1979, China's leader Deng Xiaoping met with President Jimmy Carter and agreed to step up scientific exchanges. Implicit in the U.S. government's motivation was a belief that if Chinese students were exposed to the benefits of democracy, they would recognize what they were missing and create a political constituency for reforming China.

This spirit of engagement persisted through China's entry into the World Trade Organization in 2001. By then, the aspiration of studying abroad had been normalized for Chinese young people--as a personal choice. The wildly popular 1990s TV show A Beijinger in New York, which aired on the state broadcaster China Central Television, was a testament to that generation's curiosity about the outside world. This cultural trend continued into the early 2000s, when "Harvard Girl" Liu Yiting became a national sensation as an American-educated success story. Her parents' best-selling book chronicling how they'd raised her was a model for millions of other Chinese families, all hoping to nurture their own Harvard Girl.

The recently U.S.-tenured professor I spoke with came of age during China's relatively liberal era of the late 1990s and early 2000s, under the premierships of Jiang Zemin and Hu Jintao, so he had earned his master's at a very different time in U.S. politics, during Barack Obama's presidency. His own research field is national security--and he acknowledged that the United States had legitimate concerns about Chinese government-sponsored actions, citing instances of intellectual-property theft.

"I just don't think the administration is dealing with this in a targeted way," he told me. Refusing students a visa simply because of links to the CCP was too broad, he argued, given China's condition as a one-party state in which almost every institution has a formal party presence. He supported the vetting of students, based on solid evidence and with due process.

In the student-deportation cases he was following, some were being removed because they had once been charged with a minor offense, even if the charge had subsequently been dismissed. "It's shocking," he said. "Their status was revoked overnight." He said, in most instances, the Chinese students' universities received no prior notice.

"My guess is the government has adopted some kind of screening system," he said, but one that seemed to him crude and unreliable. "There are a lot of false positives." (I requested comment from Immigration and Customs Enforcement and its parent agency, the Department of Homeland Security, but received no response.)

This student's home country, he added, was not making things easier for Chinese students abroad. "The National Intelligence Law is not doing us a favor," he said: The law includes penalties for obstructing intelligence work, which puts Chinese nationals abroad in a very awkward position. I asked what he'd do if the Chinese government asked him to share information; he said he'd call an American lawyer.

On RedNote, a social-media app popular with Chinese students, posts continue to circulate about deportations over such minor infractions as speeding tickets. Some fear that if they travel abroad, they will be denied reentry to the United States. Chinese students are familiar with surveillance, scrutiny, and expansive definitions of national security. They just didn't expect all of that from the U.S. government, as well.
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Canada's Terrible New Freedom

This Canada Day, Trump is fueling a very different kind of nationalism.

by Stephen Marche




Canada Day is usually no big deal. The country takes off July 1 for the same reason that Americans take off July 4. There are fireworks, and maybe a parade, but you certainly don't have to show up for either. The established ritual for commemorating Canada's founding is to drive to the quietest place you can near a body of water and drink beer while staring at it.

This year, though, Canada Day is not quiet. It is not peaceful. This year, Canada is trying to make sure there's a Canada Day next year.

By now, the shock of American betrayal has worn off. Donald Trump's threats of annexation by means of economic debilitation are no longer surprising. Unlike many Americans, Canadians have no option but to take these threats seriously. That's why two months ago, in the most extraordinary election of my lifetime, Canadians chose Mark Carney to lead them away from America.

"The system of open global trade anchored by the United States, a system that Canada has relied on since the Second World War--a system that, while not perfect, has helped deliver prosperity to our country for decades--is over," Carney said in his victory speech. He has not backed down since his election. "A new imperialism threatens," he said recently. "Middle powers must compete for interests and attention, knowing that if they're not at the table, they're on the menu." Canada is still figuring out how to stay off the menu.

Trump has caused an extraordinary surge in Canadian nationalism. This nationalism is also new in kind. In the 1960s, Canada's nationalists feared America's power--its military strength, yes, but also its cultural cohesion--and wanted to form a corresponding Canadian identity. They started a movement that posed foundational political questions and ultimately resulted in the "patriation" of the country's constitution (transferring legislative authority from Britain's Parliament to Canada's) and the signing of a charter of rights and freedoms in 1982. Today's Canadian nationalism, by contrast, arises from darker and more practical concerns. The United States is declining into authoritarianism and threatening Canada's sovereignty. How can Canada ensure that its political, military, and economic institutions survive?

Philippe Lagasse: Canada's military has a Trump problem

The problem with Canadian nationalism is that Canada is very new. Before 1982, Canada Day was called "Dominion Day" and celebrated the country's status upgrade to a dominion, rather than a possession, of the British empire. Canada was a product of international and colonial systems before it possessed its own independence. Until it confederated in 1867, it was a series of colonies. After confederation, Canada strove to be the most British dominion in the British empire. Both parties, Liberal and Conservative, have sought to integrate Canada with international trade and security systems. Canada has always lived by the global rules-based order, whichever global rules-based order happened to be around.

Because Canada has relied so much on other countries' systems, it didn't fully develop its own. Our military was constructed to complement America's, not to protect Canada. (Peacekeeping is the kind of military engagement we're most comfortable with. In fact, we practically invented it.) Thanks to the oceans on either side of us, the frozen wasteland to the north, and a gentle behemoth to the south, no one thought much about having to defend our borders. Now the north is melting. So is the south.

As the rules-based order ebbs, Canada has discovered the extent of its own vulnerability. Canadians need answers to questions they've never had to ask, and fast. How do you fight a trade war with an economy that's more than 10 times the size of your own? What kind of military would Canada need to survive, or even to resist, an American annexation? Should the country become a nuclear power? Recently, I've been asking some of those questions as part of an audio series called Gloves Off and have been shocked by just how unprepared Canadians are to address them. Our country's security services are small and domestically focused. Our economic infrastructure is largely designed to get natural resources to American manufacturers. This is the result of naivete: Who would want to hurt little old us? Nobody needs to imagine anymore.

Now Canada is increasing its defense spending and re-arming with Europe, not America. Trump didn't give us much choice. In March, he announced the next generation of American fighter jets, which Canada has long purchased, by noting that he would sell an inferior version to other countries: "We like to tone them down about 10 percent, which probably makes sense because someday maybe they're not our allies, right?" The idea that the American military would turn against Canada once seemed absurd. But the absurd has become almost predictable at this point. If the U.S. Marines are coming for American citizens, surely they could come for Canada too.

Fewer Canadians are traveling to the United States than in the past. Official data from April show that the number of Canadians driving across the border had dropped 35 percent from the previous year. Air travel fell 20 percent. Some are boycotting their southern neighbor, but for others, avoiding it is just a matter of common sense. Why put yourself in the position of being a foreigner in Trump's America? The Canadian government issued a travel advisory in March, but many Canadians already understood the risk. Similarly, even before our government pulled U.S. products from liquor stores, many Canadians had stopped buying American. Some even turned U.S. brands upside down on supermarket shelves so that others would know not to purchase them.

David Frum: Make smuggling great again

The U.S. ambassador to Canada, Pete Hoekstra, has called the product bans "outrageous" and an "insult" to America. "We have not done anything like that," Hoekstra told one interviewer in May, neglecting to mention that the U.S. had just launched a trade war. Canada has made some necessary adjustments in response to Trump's tariffs, by the way: In March, Canadian exports to the United States declined 6.6 percent compared with the month before but rose in the rest of the world to 25 percent, making up nearly the entire difference. By April, though, the figures were more dire. Exports to America fell a staggering 16 percent and increased elsewhere by only 2.9 percent.

If recent months are any indication, the debate that most Canadians will have this July 1--between fireworks, beside the water--won't be about Canada. It will be about the United States: Is Trump the one driving America off the cliff, or is it the American people? The more hopeful among us will argue that it's Trump, and that at some point in the future, the alliance between our two countries might return to some semblance of normalcy. But for now, Canada has to figure out what to do with its terrible new freedom. We must make ourselves into something, or disappear.
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The Iran-China-Russia Axis Crumbles When It Matters

Beijing likes allies who needle the U.S., but it values stability even more.

by Leon Aron




As Israel and then the United States battered Iran this month, the reaction from China and Russia was surprisingly muted. For years, shared antagonism toward the U.S. has been pushing China, Russia, and Iran together. All three benefit from embarrassing the West in Ukraine and the Middle East, and widening the gaps between Washington and Europe. So after Israel's first strike, on June 13, China--the strongest partner in the anti-America triad--could have been expected to rush short-range missiles and other air-defense equipment to Iran. Surely, Beijing would use its growing diplomatic muscle to isolate Israel and the U.S., demand an emergency session of the United Nations Security Council, and introduce a resolution deploring the two governments that were attacking China's ally.

Instead, recent events in Iran have revealed that anti-Americanism can bind an alliance together only so much.

Read: Why isn't Russia defending Iran?

After ritually denouncing Israel's first strike as "brazen" and a "violation of Iran's sovereignty," Beijing proceeded cautiously, emphasizing the need for diplomacy instead of further assigning blame. Chinese Foreign Minister Wang Yi refrained from condemning Israel's actions, in a call with his Israeli counterpart on June 14, and President Xi Jinping waited four days before calling for "de-escalation" and declaring that "China stands ready to work with all parties to play a constructive role in restoring peace and stability in the Middle East."

After Iran's Parliament voted to close the Strait of Hormuz, Beijing's foreign-affairs spokesperson stressed--in what looked like a warning to Iran--that the Persian Gulf is a crucial global trade route for goods and energy, and called for partners to "prevent the regional turmoil from having a greater impact on global economic growth."

In calmer times, China, like Russia, is happy to use Iran as a battering ram against the U.S. and its allies. But when tensions turn into military confrontation and global stability is at risk, backing Iran looks like a far less sensible investment to Beijing than preserving its own economic and diplomatic relations with the West. China's mild reaction isn't just a blow to Iran; it may also suggest that the much ballyhooed "no limits" partnership between Xi and Russia's President Vladimir Putin might not be as sturdy as Moscow and Beijing advertise.

Iran, Russia, and China have different ideologies, political regimes, and strategic aims. Iran's relations with its two larger partners are wildly asymmetric.

Read: The invisible city of Tehran

China, for example, is Iran's lifeline. It buys about 90 percent of Iran's oil and supplies materials and technologies central to Iran's weapons development. Yet the trading relationship matters less to China, which gets only about 10 percent of its oil from Iran. Plus, China has an economy more than 40 times as large, and it does far more business with the U.S. and the European Union.

Russia has interests that similarly diverge from Iran's, and it, too, has conspicuously refrained from coming to the Islamic Republic's aid. But China following a similar approach toward Iran likely does not please Moscow. Although Moscow's relations with Beijing are less lopsided than Tehran's are, Russia's economy is still less than one-eighth the size of China's. One-third of Russia's state budget comes from oil sales, and China is the largest customer by far. Russia also depends on Chinese supplies for its war machine. This past March, the G7 foreign ministers called China a "decisive enabler" of Russia's war in Ukraine. But should the Kremlin begin to run out of money or soldiers, China's willingness to bail out its ally is very much in doubt.

Even among authoritarian regimes, differences in values can limit cooperation. In 2023, Xi called Russia's 1917 October Revolution a "cannon blast" that "brought Marxism-Leninism to China, demonstrating the way forward and offering a new choice for the Chinese people who were seeking a way to save China from subjugation." Putin, despite his formative years in the Soviet-era KGB, now laments the fall of the Russian empire and describes Vladimir Lenin's coup as the deed of "political adventurists and foreign forces" who "divided the country and tore it apart for selfish benefit." The head of China's Communist Party may resent Putin's reduction of its Russian counterpart--the country's second-largest party--to the status of another bit player in Russia's rubber-stamping Parliament.

Since World War II, leaders of Western democracies have successfully collaborated in part because they have shared a common worldview. Whether Iran's Islamic theocrats can say the same about Xi, the leader of an avowedly atheist state, or Putin, who now positions himself as the champion of Orthodox Christianity, is another question entirely.

Beijing's response to Iran's predicament ought to make the West feel cautiously optimistic. If Donald Trump finally learns to distinguish the aggressor from the victim--or at least realizes that Putin has been playing him--the U.S. president could support Ukraine in earnest without worrying much about China expanding its assistance to Russia. As long as both Iran and Russia keep providing cheap oil and antagonizing the West and its allies, they are serving China's purposes. But at least for now, Beijing looks unlikely to back either of its supposed partners if they jeopardize China's interest in stability or its extensive and profitable relations with the West.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2025/06/iran-china-russia-axis-crumbles/683369/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



The Invisible City of Tehran

Secret spaces are layered beneath the visible ones like the traces of ink on a palimpsest.

by Kian Tajbakhsh




The 12-day war between Iran and Israel may not have transformed the opaque rule of the Islamic Republic, but it did make some things newly visible in Tehran. However briefly, a city within a city, long governed through layers of concealment and spectacle, lay exposed.

I still recall returning to Tehran in 1998, after more than two decades spent in London and New York. As the plane descended, I pressed my forehead to the window and saw the city of my birth splayed beneath me, vast and unfamiliar. It had multiplied since I had last seen it, not only in size but in identity. Tehran was no longer just the capital of Iran. It was now the beating heart of the Islamic Republic--the world's first fully realized theocracy, the product of a revolution that had yielded not more freedom or material prosperity, but less.

For several months in the late 1990s, I returned for both work and personal reasons. As I wandered the city, I felt a sense of both wonder and cautious belonging. I moved into a quiet, upper-middle-class neighborhood in the north--unflashy, orderly, lived-in. My neighbors were professionals: engineers, doctors, artists, middle-tier bureaucrats. Most were secular, or observed religion privately and with restraint. They loathed the regime's imposed piety. Inside their homes, they drank wine, hosted mixed-gender gatherings (these were illegal in the Islamic Republic), and listened to banned music. Private spaces were sanctuaries, zones of quiet resistance. But for Iranians they were part, I came to understand, of the visible city--the Tehran most people saw, most of the time.

From the October 1906 issue: New York after Paris

That visible city was more modern, more vibrant than I had expected. Parks and flower gardens, legacies of Persian landscaping genius, were scattered across the city--especially in the north. Unlike in New York, where I would never have entered Central Park after dark, Tehran's parks were well populated late into the night: families picnicking, children playing, couples strolling in the warm summer air. The streets were clean, well lit, and--traffic aside--surprisingly orderly. Tehran pulsed with activity.

At first, it was easy to believe that this was the whole of the city's life. I soon learned otherwise.

In the summer of 1999, during my second return visit to Tehran, I had my first encounter with what I now think of as the invisible city: a hidden infrastructure of control, secret spaces layered beneath the visible ones like the traces of ink on a palimpsest.

That July, students protested the closure of a reformist newspaper--one of a few outlets that dared to openly criticize the hard-line clerical establishment. Students from Tehran University poured into the streets, demanding greater openness and accountability. This was the first serious political challenge to the regime since the revolution, and the response was swift and brutal. Riot police, plainclothes agents, and members of the Basij, a paramilitary militia, stormed the dormitories. Protesters were beaten, arrested, disappeared. The head of the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps reportedly threatened to depose the reformist president, Mohammad Khatami. The city vibrated with anxiety.


Students protesting in Tehran in July, 1999 (Kaveh Kazemi / Getty)



One afternoon, I was standing with a recent acquaintance at a major downtown square, sipping fresh pomegranate juice, watching events unfold. Around us, people milled about--nervous, curious, suspended between ordinary life and political rupture. A minibus pulled up nearby, already half filled with arrested demonstrators. I made the mistake of looking too long. Within moments, I was yanked by the arm, shoved inside, blindfolded, and driven off.

That night, those of us who had been in that minibus were held in a military compound--unmarked, unnamed--somewhere in the capital. My acquaintance who had witnessed the abduction, it turned out, worked for a marginalized reformist faction within the Ministry of Intelligence. Even with his connections, it took him several days and the intervention of senior military officers to locate us. We were eventually released into the custody of his superiors, who brought us to his office, on the third floor of a building I had passed dozens of times. It had always appeared to be a quiet academic institute. I now learned that this was a front: an office run by the Ministry of Intelligence, disguised as a historical-research center.

That was my first initiation into the invisible city--the Tehran that doesn't show up on maps or official registries. It runs parallel to the ordinary one, yet wholly apart: embedded in unmarked buildings, accessed through back doors and side alleys, staffed by men with fake names, unsmiling and polite. It was the regime's city, hidden in plain sight.

Every city has its secrets. But in Tehran, the secrets are not incidental--they are structural. After that first arrest, and in the years that followed, I began to understand just how extensive the invisible city really was.

Some parts of it were what you might call "visibly invisible": Everyone in Tehran knows about Evin Prison, perched on the edge of the Alborz foothills, its name spoken with dread and resignation. But almost no one knows what happens inside.

Read: Iran has become a prison

I spent long months there as a political prisoner, detained for my work on democracy and civil society. I was held in solitary confinement--23 hours a day in a small white cell, alone but for my jailer and my interrogator. Once a week, I was permitted a family visit. My wife, Bahar, and our 2-year-old daughter, Hasti, would meet me in a room arranged like a reception lounge--carpeted, with sofas, a potted plant or two, and cameras discreetly embedded in the walls. A performance of normalcy, under surveillance. Evin was the regime's theater of control, which it carefully lit and dimmed.

Only after my release in 2010 did the full topology of the invisible city begin to reveal itself to me--slowly, then all at once. Like Alice through the looking glass, I was ushered ever deeper into its passageways. I was no longer in Evin, but I was never quite free; I remained under watch, summoned to meetings, moved from place to place. The architecture of control was mundane on the surface. I would be told, with feigned casualness, "Come on, pack up, let's go," and soon find myself in an unmarked car, or on the back of a battered motorbike, taken to what they called a "safe house"--not safe for me, of course, but shielded from view.

These places were embedded in perfectly ordinary buildings: apartment complexes, office towers, mid-range hotels. Their doors bore no signs, or else misleading ones: for a travel agency, a translation bureau, a small think tank. Once, I was flown to another city, checked into a standard business hotel, and led to a room that had been converted into a studio--lights, cameras, a backdrop--where political detainees were brought to record "confessions." Another time, I was taken to a back alley in northern Tehran, up a narrow flight of stairs, and into an unremarkable flat where an intelligence officer waited behind a desk, ready to resume our conversations.

The invisible city extended underground, metaphorically if not always literally. After the discovery of Hamas's extensive network of reinforced tunnels beneath Gaza--more than 350 miles long, nearly half the length of the New York City subway system, and built with extensive support from Iran--I couldn't help but imagine Tehran with its own network. Not of tunnels perhaps, but of whispered channels: mosques that doubled as surveillance nodes, schools and ministries laced with informants, entire office blocks that served the security state. A hidden circulatory system beneath the city's surface.

Not everything in the invisible city was overtly sinister. Some moments blurred the line between menace and civility. Once, one of my interrogators, a man with an incongruously gentle demeanor, stopped to buy a cold drink on the way to a meeting. At a small cafe, he chose a table out of view of the surveillance camera. "Pull your cap down," he murmured. A gesture of protocol? Paranoia? Or some strange performance of care? I still don't know.

The invisible city was not merely a place. It was a psychological condition, a way of moving through space in uncertainty and coded awareness. It was an alternate world with its own logic, rules, and rituals, always one breath beneath the surface of the city of ordinary life.

In January 2016, a few days after Iran and the United States signed the nuclear deal that would become known as the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action, I stood in Tehran's Imam Khomeini International Airport, passport in hand, waiting to board my flight. It felt like the end of something: almost six years of surveillance, arrest, confinement, and conditional release. I was finally leaving.

My phone rang.

"Look to your left."

There he was: one of the more polite and composed of the intelligence officers who had overseen my case. He had always struck me as thoughtful, almost sympathetic. I never learned his real name. That day, in plain clothes, he was unmistakable, his neat, collarless teal shirt peeking above his dark wool coat. He nodded and gestured for me to follow.

Read: Iran is not a 'normal' country

We walked back past the passport-control barrier, through a narrow side corridor, into a long, low-lit room where uniformed airport police sat at terminals. As we passed, one officer half-rose to stop us--then hesitated, recognizing my escort. He sat back down.

We returned to the terminal's public spaces, on the other side of the security barriers, which passengers aren't normally allowed to cross back through. There, another man waited on a bench: the most senior security officer I had encountered during my months under semi-carceral control. He told me he had come to personally supervise my departure. "I hope," he said evenly, "you won't betray your country again."

Then he smiled.

And just like that, I was back in the visible city, rolling down the runway, lifting off, seeing Tehran with my own eyes for what was likely the last time.


Tehran following an Israeli airstrike, June 15, 2025. (Getty)



In some sense, the past 30 years of Iran's history--its repressions and rebellions, its suffocations and flickers of hope--can be understood as the continuous conflict between these two realms: the visible one of ordinary life, and the invisible one of revolutionary power.

One Tehran is filled with apartments and parks, evening picnics and bus rides, laughter and prayer and disappointment--the "city of man," in Augustine's sense, full of contradictions and grace. The other is cloaked in surveillance and menace, shaped by ideological certainty and fear, a city not of citizens but of instruments, organized for the will of their God.

When the brave young women of the Woman, Life, Freedom protest movement rose up in 2022, joined by young men willing to risk everything to stand beside them, they were demanding to live fully in a visible city: a city where women and girls could be present, not hidden, and where public space belonged to the living, not to the ghosts of revolution. The regime's response was immediate and categorical. It reasserted the dominance of its invisible, omnipresent apparatus with snipers, beatings, disappearances, and night raids.

Read: A cease-fire without a conclusion

The invisible city, by definition, was designed to remain unseen. But over the past few weeks, the Israeli air strikes in and around Tehran have made it impossible to ignore. Whatever one thinks of their legality or strategy, the strikes illuminated something long denied: a lattice of military, intelligence, and weapons infrastructure embedded in the civilian fabric of the city and the country. The bombs were flares briefly lighting up the hidden architecture of power.

In those flashes one could glimpse a parallel Tehran: IRGC commanders asleep in residential apartments; nuclear engineers moving discreetly across the city; weapons depots nested inside nondescript office blocks. Many of these men, knowing they might be hunted, rarely slept in the same apartment twice. They were shuttled from building to building, neighborhood to neighborhood, passing silently among unsuspecting neighbors, shadows in borrowed homes.

For a few seconds, the invisible city was visible: not metaphorically, but with terrible literalness. Then the fireballs receded and the shadows reabsorbed the light. The palimpsest was back.
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Pro-Palestine Activists Fell for Iran's Propaganda

Western supporters would do well to note how Tehran's policy has left the Palestinian cause in ruins.

by Ahmed Fouad Alkhatib




Israel's attack on Iran has elicited a predictable response from groups that identify as "pro-Palestine." At protests in several Western cities--some merely anti-war or anti-interventionist, others explicitly anti-Zionist or pro-Iranian--people rushed to criticize the Israeli military action to prevent Tehran from acquiring nuclear weapons. In so doing, they offer succor to a ruthless theocratic regime that has ground its heel upon its own people and brought misery to the entire region for nearly half a century.

By backing various regimes and militias in Iraq, Syria, Lebanon, Yemen, and Gaza, the Islamic Republic of Iran has been responsible, directly or indirectly, for the death of hundreds of thousands of Arab and Muslim people in the conflicts it has fomented. Iranian meddling in the region has provided Arab dictators such as Syria's Bashar al-Assad with both the moral and material means to suppress dissent, crush reform, and extend their autocratic rule. The pro-Palestine messaging ignores the fact that a nuclear-armed Iran would be far more belligerent and dangerous than the regime already has been for the past three decades.

For the pro-Palestine lobby to take at face value Tehran's claim to lead an "Axis of Resistance" against Israel is at best naive, and at worst malignant in a way that can only be described as anti-Semitic. It means accepting that the Islamic Republic's eliminationist rhetoric about Israel has made it a legitimate advocate for the Palestinian cause. These pro-Palestine voices seem oblivious to the fact that the Palestinian national project for independence and statehood is in ruins, thanks in large part to Iranian influence.

Uri Friedman: How Israel could be changing Iran's nuclear calculus

Back in the 1990s, Iran's Revolutionary Guard Corps and political leadership worked to undermine the Oslo peace process by inciting Hamas's opposition to any settlement that would have led to a two-state solution. Later, they encouraged Palestinian Islamic Jihad and Hamas to carry out suicide bombings inside Israel. Beginning in 2005, Iran increased its arms shipments to Hamas, enabling the group to seize control of Gaza in 2007 and turn it into a one-party Islamist statelet. Iran also financed Hamas's construction of tunnels in Gaza and provided the group with missile technology, funneled via the smuggling networks that Iran effectively sponsored in Egypt's Sinai Peninsula.

Iranian support for terrorism also benefited from Hamas's Qatari financing, which propped up the group's tenure as the government of Gaza. This arrangement also had the tacit assent of Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu, because the Islamist-controlled enclave helped keep the Palestinian national movement divided and block any progress toward a two-state solution. In this respect, the backing that Hamas received from the mullahs of Tehran aligned with Netanyahu's security policy--a fact that the pro-Palestine voices expressing solidarity with Iran might do well to reflect on.

Iran's pro-Palestine posture was entirely instrumental. It never cared about any of the Middle East's Muslim or Arab peoples as such. Instead, it used their causes solely as a means to exert influence and build a network of proxy forces in the region. Tehran's realpolitik surfaced memorably in 2011 when Hamas sided with Syrian protesters against Assad; Iran was furious at this affront to its Syrian asset, and cut off Hamas's funding until after it reestablished relations with the Damascus dictatorship.

I realize that many people in the West are furious about what Israel has been doing in Gaza since Hamas's abhorrent attack on October 7, 2023. Israel had a right to self-defense against that incursion and the atrocities perpetrated against its citizens. Yet, in the nearly two years since then, the brutality and intensity of Israel's military campaign in the Gaza Strip have mobilized opposition around the world. I, too, feel sadness and anger about the remorseless violence: Israel's war in Gaza has killed members of both my immediate and my extended family.

Too often, however, I see that harsh criticism of Israel fails to pin blame on the current Netanyahu-led government, which is loathed by a large number of Israelis, and devolves into delegitimization of the Jewish state itself. This inability to distinguish between Netanyahu's far-right coalition and other trends in Israeli politics does a profound disservice to the pro-Palestine cause because it gives credence to Tehran's cynical posture as a Palestinian champion.

The Islamic Republic of Iran will never cease its meddling in the Palestinian issue, because Tehran needs the conflict to feed its propaganda machine. The reality is that a secure, stable, independent Palestine will remain a remote possibility as long as the Islamic Republic exists in its current form and is allowed to maintain its pro-Palestine pose. Only by calling out this evil regime and distancing from it can the pro-Palestine movement hope to be effective.

Read: The case for Palestinian pragmatism

The pro-Palestine lobby would do better to take its cues from the regime's internal opponents, the brave Iranian people who have, in successive waves of a popular movement for reform and freedom, protested their violent, repressive government. The partisans of the Palestinian cause should stop to ask themselves how else Israel's intelligence agencies would have been able to gather the kind of information that has led to its stunning military success in the opening hours of the war. Many Iranians inside Iran today view Israel as their only hope of overthrowing the mullahs. Unfortunately, but understandably, many Iranians have come to resent the Palestinian cause--precisely because the regime has used it as a pretext to squander the country's precious resources on its militia proxies in the name of fighting Israel.

Ultimately, the Iranian people should be the ones to decide their nation's future. This war, which may not be truly over despite the current cease-fire, must avoid the error of mission creep by keeping its focus solely on eliminating Tehran's nuclear program and military capacity to destabilize the region. Confronting the Iranian regime need not repeat Iraq in 2003; at present, the United States seems mindful of that risk.

What onlookers in the West should know is that the Islamic Republic is no true friend of Palestine. The misguided slogans of anti-Israel leftists and overzealous social-justice activists that echo the Iranian regime's anti-Zionist talking points do nothing but harm the Palestinian cause. They are a form of sabotage, not solidarity. Cheering Iranian missiles as they cause death and harm in Israel is no way to advance the Palestinian people's just aspirations for freedom, dignity, and self-determination.
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What Trump Doesn't Understand About Nuclear War

The contours of World War III are visible in numerous conflicts. The president of the United States is not ready.

by Jeffrey Goldberg




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


On October 27, 1962, the 12th day of the Cuban missile crisis, a bellicose and rattled Fidel Castro asked Nikita Khrushchev, his patron, to destroy America.

"I believe that the imperialists' aggressiveness makes them extremely dangerous," Castro wrote in a cable to Moscow, "and that if they manage to carry out an invasion of Cuba--a brutal act in violation of universal and moral law--then that would be the moment to eliminate this danger forever, in an act of the most legitimate self-defense. However harsh and terrible the solution, there would be no other."

We exist today because Khrushchev rejected Castro's demand. It was Khrushchev, of course, who brought the planet to the threshold of extinction by placing missiles in Cuba, but he had underestimated the American response to the threat. Together with his adversary, John F. Kennedy, he lurched his way toward compromise. "In your cable of October 27 you proposed that we be the first to carry out a nuclear strike against the enemy's territory," Khrushchev responded. "Naturally you understand where that would lead us. It would not be a simple strike, but the start of a thermonuclear world war. Dear Comrade Fidel Castro, I find your proposal to be wrong, even though I understand your reasons."

Castro was 36 years old during the missile crisis. He was 84 when I met him, in Havana, in late summer 2010. He was in semiretirement, though he was still Cuba's indispensable man. I spent a week with him, discussing, among other things, the Nuclear Age and its diabolical complexities. He still embraced the cruel dogmas of Communist revolution, but he was also somewhat reflective about his mistakes. I was deeply curious about his October 27 cable, and I put this question to him: "At a certain point it seemed logical for you to recommend that the Soviets bomb the U.S. Does what you recommended still seem logical now?" His answer: "After I've seen what I've seen, and knowing what I know now, it wasn't worth it."

Read: Jeffrey Goldberg discusses Israel and Iran with Fidel Castro

The problem with wisdom is that it tends to come slowly, if it comes at all. As a species, we are not particularly skilled at making time-pressured, closely reasoned decisions about matters of life and death. The sociobiologist E. O. Wilson described the central problem of humanity this way: "We have Paleolithic emotions, medieval institutions, and godlike technology." The main challenge of the 80 years since the Trinity atomic test has been that we do not possess the cognitive, spiritual, and emotional capabilities necessary to successfully manage nuclear weapons without the risk of catastrophic failure. Khrushchev and Castro both made terrifying mistakes of analysis and interpretation during the missile crisis. So, too, did several of Kennedy's advisers, including General Curtis LeMay, the Air Force chief of staff, who argued that a naval blockade of Cuba, unaccompanied by the immediate bombing of missile sites, was "almost as bad as the appeasement at Munich."

Today, the Global Operations Center of the U.S. Strategic Command, which oversees America's nuclear forces, is housed in an Offutt Air Force Base building named for LeMay. This decision has always struck me as an indirect endorsement by America's nuclear establishment of the bias toward action embodied by the sometimes-Strangelovian LeMay. Bias toward action is an all-purpose phrase, but I first heard it in the context of nuclear warfare many years ago from Bruce Blair, a scholar of nonproliferation and a former Air Force missile-launch officer. It means that the nuclear-decision-making scripts that presidents are meant to follow in a crisis assume that Russia (or other adversaries) will attempt to destroy American missiles while they are still in their silos. The goal of nuclear-war planners has traditionally been to send those missiles on their way before they can be neutralized--in the parlance of nuclear planning, to "launch on warning."

Many of the men who served as president since 1945 have been shocked to learn about the impossibly telescoped time frame in which they have to decide whether to launch. The issue is not one of authority--presidents are absolute nuclear monarchs, and they can do what they wish with America's nuclear weapons (please see Tom Nichols's article "The President's Weapon"). The challenge, as George W. Bush memorably put it, is that a president wouldn't even have time to get off the "crapper" before having to make a launch decision, a decision that could be based on partial, contradictory, or even false information. Ronald Reagan, when he assumed the presidency, was said to have been shocked that he would have as little as six minutes to make a decision to launch. Barack Obama thought that it was madness to expect a president to make such a decision--the most important that would ever be made by a single person in all of human history--in a matter of minutes.

We are living through one of the more febrile periods of the nuclear era. The contours of World War III are visible in the Russian invasion of Ukraine. Russia has been aided by Iran and North Korea and opposed by Europe and, for the time being, the United States. Pakistan and India, two nuclear states, recently fought a near-war; Iran, which has for decades sought the destruction of Israel through terrorism and other means, has seen its nuclear sites come under attack by Israel and the United States, in what could be termed an act of nonproliferation by force; North Korea continues to expand its nuclear arsenal, and South Korea and Japan, as Ross Andersen details elsewhere in this issue, are considering going nuclear in response.

Humans will need luck to survive this period. We have been favored by fortune before, and not only during the Cuban missile crisis. Over the past 80 years, humanity has been saved repeatedly by individuals who possessed unusually good judgment in situations of appalling stress. Two in particular--Stanislav Petrov and John Kelly--spring to my mind regularly, for different reasons. Petrov is worth understanding because, under terrible pressure, he responded skeptically to an attack warning, quite possibly saving the planet. Kelly did something different, but no less difficult: He steered an unstable president away from escalation and toward negotiation.

In September 1983, Petrov was serving as the duty officer at a Soviet command center when its warning system reported that the United States had launched five missiles at Soviet targets. Relations between the U.S. and the U.S.S.R. were tense; just three weeks earlier, the Soviets had shot down a civilian South Korean airliner. Petrov defied established protocols governing such an alert and declared the launch warning to be false. He understood that the detection system was new and only partially tested. He also knew that Soviet doctrine held that an American attack, should it come, would be overwhelming, and not a mere five missiles. He reported to his superiors that he believed the attack warning to be a mistake, and he prevented a nuclear exchange between the two superpowers by doing so. (Later, it was determined that a Soviet satellite had mistakenly interpreted the interplay between clouds and the sun over Montana and North Dakota as missile launches.)

John Kelly, the retired four-star Marine general who served as White House chief of staff for part of Donald Trump's first term, is known for his Sisyphean labors on behalf of order in an otherwise anarchic decision-making environment. Kelly, during his 17 months as chief of staff, understood that Trump was particularly dangerous on matters of national security. Trump was ignorant of world affairs, Kelly believed, and authoritarian by instinct. Kelly experienced these flaws directly in 2017, when Trump regularly insulted the North Korean leader, Kim Jong Un, who was widely regarded as inexperienced and unstable himself. After North Korea threatened "physical action" against its enemies, Trump said, "They will be met with fire and fury and frankly power, the likes of which this world has never seen before."

Read: John Kelly finally lets loose on Trump

Kelly repeatedly warned Trump that such language could cause Kim, eager to prove his bona fides to the senior generals around him, to overreact by attacking South Korea. But Trump continued, tweeting: "Military solutions are now fully in place, locked and loaded, should North Korea act unwisely. Hopefully Kim Jong Un will find another path!" Kim later responded by firing missiles over Japan and calling Trump a "mentally deranged U.S. dotard."

According to reporting in Michael S. Schmidt's book, Donald Trump v. The United States: Inside the Struggle to Stop a President, Kelly told Trump, "You're pushing him to prove he's a man. If you push him into a corner, he may strike out. You don't want to box him in." Schmidt wrote, "The president of the United States had no appreciation for the fact that he could bring the country not just to the brink of a war at any moment--but a nuclear war that could easily escalate into the most dangerous one in world history." Kelly realized that his warnings to Trump weren't penetrating, so he played, instead, on Trump's insecurities, and on his need to be a hero, or, at the very least, a salesman. "No president since North Korea became a communist dictatorship has ever tried to reach out," Kelly told Trump, according to Schmidt. "No president has tried to reason with this guy--you're a big dealmaker, why don't you do that."

Kelly's diversion worked: Trump quickly became enamored of the idea that he would achieve a history-making rapprochement with North Korea. Kelly understood that such a deal was far-fetched, but the pursuit of a chimera would cause Trump to stop threatening nuclear war.

Trump remains an unstable leader in a world far more unstable than it was during his first term. No president has ever been anything close to a perfect steward of America's national security and its nuclear arsenal, but Trump is less qualified than almost any previous leader to manage a nuclear crisis. (Only the late-stage, frequently inebriated Richard Nixon was arguably more dangerous.) Trump is highly reactive, sensitive to insult, and incurious. It is unfair to say that he is likely to wake up one morning and decide to use nuclear weapons--he has spoken intermittently about his loathing of such weapons, and of war more generally--but he could very easily mismanage his way, again, into an escalatory spiral.

From the November 1947 issue: Albert Einstein on avoiding atomic war

The successful end of the Cold War caused many people to believe that the threat of nuclear war had receded. It has historically been difficult to get people to think about the unthinkable. In an article for this magazine in 1947, Albert Einstein explained:

The public, having been warned of the horrible nature of atomic warfare, has done nothing about it, and to a large extent has dismissed the warning from its consciousness. A danger that cannot be averted had perhaps better be forgotten; or a danger against which every possible precaution has been taken also had probably better be forgotten.

We forget at our peril. We forget that 80 years after the world-changing summer of 1945, Russia and the United States alone possess enough nuclear firepower to destroy the world many times over; we forget that China is becoming a near-peer adversary of the U.S.; we forget that the history of the Nuclear Age is filled with near misses, accidents, and wild misinterpretations of reality; and we forget that most humans aren't quite as creative, independent-minded, and perspicacious as Stanislav Petrov and John Kelly.

Most of all, we forget the rule articulated by the mathematician and cryptologist Martin Hellman: that the only way to survive Russian roulette is to stop playing.



This article appears in the August 2025 print edition with the headline "Nuclear Roulette." When you buy a book using a link on this page, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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The Problem With Trump's Cease-Fire

Abandoning diplomacy could make Iranian nuclear progress harder to stop.

by Thomas Wright




Last night, President Donald Trump announced a "total and complete" cease-fire between Israel and Iran. Iran's nuclear program, Trump said, had been "obliterated" and "totally destroyed" by the U.S. strikes, and Iran's retaliation was "very weak" and resulted in "hardly any damage."

If the cease-fire holds, this episode would appear to mark a major foreign-policy victory for the president. But Trump may have made a crucial mistake that could bring about the very outcome that successive American presidents have sought to prevent: an Iranian nuclear weapon.

The problem is that the cease-fire is not linked to a diplomatic agreement with Iran on the future of its nuclear program. Trump apparently sees no need for further negotiation, because the military strikes were, to him, an unqualified success. But as the chair of the Joint Chiefs of Staff said on Sunday morning, assessing the damage to the sites will take some time. A preliminary assessment from the Defense Intelligence Agency found that the strikes had failed to destroy some core components of the nuclear program, CNN reported today.

Read: The true impact of Trump's strike on Iran

If parts of the program survived, or if Iran stockpiled and hid enriched uranium in advance of the strikes, then Tehran's next steps seem clear. It will end cooperation with the International Atomic Energy Agency and withdraw from the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty. Without eyes and ears on the ground, the international community will lose the ability to monitor Iran's program. Iran could then choose to build a bomb covertly.

There is a worrisome parallel here to North Korea, which ended cooperation with the IAEA, pulled out of the NPT, and slowly resumed production of highly enriched uranium. A few years later, Pyongyang tested a nuclear device, much to everyone's surprise.

The Iranian regime may conclude that withdrawing from the NPT is its most effective form of retaliation. At the start of the Trump administration, the Islamic Republic was in its weakest position since coming to power in 1979, because of its own catastrophic choices. On October 8, 2023--the day after Hamas attacked Israel--Hezbollah, Iran's proxy force in Lebanon, joined the war against Israel at a low level. Within a year, Israel had decimated the Lebanese militia. Since then, Israel has significantly weakened Hamas, and another Iranian ally, Syria's leader, Bashar al-Assad, was toppled by local militias. Iran launched two massive air attacks on Israel in 2024--in April and October--with the clear intent of killing hundreds, if not thousands, of Israelis. The United States led a regional coalition to shoot down practically all of Iran's missiles, and Israeli counterstrikes destroyed much of Iran's air defenses.

Tehran has been left with no good options for retaliating against the Israeli and American strikes that just took place. If it seeks to kill large numbers of Americans, either in assaults on U.S. bases or by carrying out a terrorist attack in the United States, it will risk enraging Trump and drawing the U.S. into a prolonged conflict that could threaten the regime. Iran could try to close the Strait of Hormuz, but sustaining that would be difficult given Tehran's shortage of missile launchers and vessels, and the likelihood of a significant international response. And if it expands the war to Saudi Arabia, Iran will just be bringing more enemies into the fray.

Hunkering down, buying time, and perhaps building a nuclear weapon is a much more viable option by comparison.

Tom Nichols: The United States bombed Iran. What comes next?

So long as Iran is a member of the NPT, it has a commitment to allow the IAEA access to its nuclear sites for inspections and a framework under which to accept strict limits on its uranium-enrichment program. If it withdraws, none of that will be enforceable. A robust diplomatic deal was preferable to a military strike because it would have provided a verifiable way of permanently preventing Iran from developing a nuclear weapon rather than a temporary reprieve.

Iran's weak position before the air assault gave the United States enormous diplomatic leverage, and Trump had been pursuing such a deal. Exactly why that fell apart isn't known. Perhaps Israel acted militarily because it feared that a U.S.-Iran deal wouldn't fully dismantle Iran's nuclear program, or perhaps new intelligence about Iran's program came to light.

Regardless of the reason, once Israel acted, Trump was in a tough position. If he didn't follow suit, Iran's deeply buried Fordo facility could survive largely intact, and Iran might make a dash for the bomb. If he did act, the United States could get dragged into a protracted war without a clearly defined end goal.

Trump sought to address these dangers by ordering precise strikes on Fordo, Natanz, and Isfahan and then almost immediately leaning on Israel to accept a cease-fire so that the United States would not get drawn into a forever war. But the primary risk of the military option remains: If it was not completely successful, Iran could withdraw from the NPT and make the decision to build nuclear weapons.

Trump could have managed that risk by telling the public that although the strikes appeared to have been successful, fully ascertaining their results would take time. He could then have insisted on a week-long cease-fire for the purpose of concluding a diplomatic agreement with Iran--one that would have insisted on limits to Iran's nuclear program and continued access for the IAEA, whose inspectors remain in Iran but have not been admitted into nuclear sites. Given the likely damage done to the program, he could have afforded to stop short of demanding full dismantlement and settled instead for strict limits on enrichment, as well as round-the-clock inspections with no expiration date.

But Trump took a very different path by declaring the problem fully solved and not using the moment of leverage to extract commitments from Tehran.

Read: Trump's two-week window for diplomacy was a smoke screen

Tensions between Washington and Jerusalem seem all but inevitable in the aftermath of this choice. Trump has made abundantly clear that he expects only one answer from the U.S. intelligence agencies now poring over the evidence to assess the extent of damage to Iran's nuclear program. Congressional intelligence committees may need to step up to get at the truth. Israel, meanwhile, has a pressing interest in finding out whether or not the strikes succeeded. If they didn't, and Iran is able to rebuild its program within a year or two, the Israeli government will presumably want to deal with that and not pretend that the strikes ended the threat for good.

Trump does have one means at his disposal for tacking back to diplomacy without fully reversing his position. The Obama-era nuclear deal had a provision, called "snapback," that allowed its signatories to reimpose United Nations Security Council sanctions on Iran without a Russian or Chinese veto should Tehran be found acting in violation of the agreement's constraints. The United States withdrew from that agreement in 2018, so it can't activate snapback--but France, Germany, and Britain are still signatories, and they have until October to make use of the clause.

The United States could continue to insist that Iran's nuclear program was completely destroyed and is no longer operable. This would make snapback more difficult to activate. But if Trump still wants a diplomatic deal, he can work with the Europeans to present Iran with a clear choice: If it agrees to inspections and strict limits on its program, it can have sanctions relief. If it doesn't, snapback will take effect. This may not be enough to persuade Iran to stay in the NPT. But without it or something like it, Trump may find himself confronted with a new Iranian nuclear crisis later in his term.
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Five Ways Iran May Respond

The history of the Islamic Republic illuminates how it may answer the U.S. strikes.

by Uri Friedman




"NOW IS THE TIME FOR PEACE!" Donald Trump posted on Truth Social right after the United States launched a bombing campaign against three sites crucial to the Iranian nuclear program.

But Iran gets a vote on whether that time has indeed come, and its leaders are instead vowing "everlasting consequences." What happens next in this rapidly expanding war largely depends on what exactly Iran means by that.

That's not easy to predict, because the next stage of the conflict now hinges on an Iran facing unprecedented circumstances. The Iranian regime is arguably more enfeebled and imperiled than it has been since the 1979 revolution ushered the Islamic Republic into existence. Even before Israel launched its sweeping military campaign against Iranian nuclear and military targets just over a week ago, it had dramatically degraded two of the three pillars of Iran's defenses: Tehran's regional network of proxy groups (such as Hamas in Gaza and Hezbollah in Lebanon) and its conventional military arsenal (assets like missiles, drones, and air defenses). Now Israel and the United States may have reduced the third pillar--the country's nuclear program and its position at the threshold of acquiring nuclear weapons--to smoldering ruins as well.

Read: 'Everybody knows Khamenei's days are numbered'

Given these conditions, past behavior by the Iranian regime may not be a reliable indicator of its future actions. Iran's leaders, for example, have developed a reputation for biding their time for months or even years before retaliating against foes, but the speed and scale at which their nuclear program and the regime itself are coming under threat may force their hand.

For Iran experts, the north-star assumption tends to be that the regime's overriding priority is ensuring its survival. Viewed through that prism, the Iranian government currently lives in the land of bad options. If Iran responds forcefully to the United States, it could enter an escalatory cycle with the world's leading military power and an archenemy already pummeling it, which in turn could endanger the regime. If Tehran responds in a limited manner or not at all, it could look weak in ways that could also endanger the regime from within (enraged hard-liners) or without (emboldened enemies).

"There are no good options, but Iran still has options," Sanam Vakil, an expert on Iran and the broader region at the think tank Chatham House, told me. She ticked off the goals of any Iranian retaliation: "Inflict pain. Transfer the costs of the war outside of Iran. Showcase resilience, survivability."

In my conversations with experts, five potential Iranian moves kept surfacing.

1. Close the Strait of Hormuz

Iran could take a big step and use its military to disrupt shipping or even seek to shut down commerce in the Strait of Hormuz, a crowded international waterway near southern Iran through which roughly one-fifth of the world's oil supply passes.

Indeed, in the hours after the U.S. strikes, the Iranian Parliament reportedly granted its support for such a measure, though Iran's leadership hasn't yet followed through with action along these lines.

Such a move would affect the global economy, driving down financial markets, driving up the price of oil, and inflicting steep costs on economies around the world. It would likely get the attention of the economic-minded American president.

But in addition to the fact that the U.S. military might contest such a move, the dispersed pain of this measure could ultimately make it an unattractive option for Iran. The economic shock would boomerang back to Iran, in addition to harming Iran's patron, oil-importing China, as well as oil-exporting Gulf Arab states. In recent years, Iran has been improving its relations with Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates--the Saudis even restored diplomatic ties with the Iranians in 2023. The Iranian regime will likely be wary of alienating partners at a time when it is so isolated and diminished.

2. Attack U.S. personnel or interests in the Middle East

Iran could also choose, either directly or through what remains of its regional proxy groups, to attack U.S. forces, bases, or other interests in the region.

That could include attacks on U.S. personnel or energy-related infrastructure based in Gulf countries allied with the United States, with the latter option serving as another way to induce economic shock. But Tehran's assessment here may be similar to its calculations regarding the Strait of Hormuz. If the Iranians hit targets in the Gulf, that could "bite the hand that feeds" Iran, Vakil told me. "They need the Gulf to play a de-escalation role and perhaps a broader regional stabilization role. I think they will try to protect their relationship with the Gulf at all costs."

Vakil deemed it more probable that Iran would strike U.S. targets in nearby countries that don't have close relations with Tehran, such as Iraq, Syria, and Bahrain, which hosts the headquarters of U.S. Naval Forces Central Command (NAVCENT).

If Iran were to take this approach, much would depend on whether its strikes are relatively restrained--essentially designed to claim that it has avenged the U.S. attack without provoking a major response from Washington--or whether it decides to go bigger, perhaps galvanized by the devastation wrought by the U.S. attacks and the U.S. government's sharp public messaging.

Read: Trump changed. The intelligence didn't.

"If the Iranians really strike all of the NAVCENT base in Bahrain," Jonathan Panikoff, a former U.S. deputy national-intelligence officer for the Near East who is now my colleague at the Atlantic Council, told me, they may "open up a world of hurt." Such an attack might embarrass Trump and spur him to make good on his threat in his address to the nation on Saturday evening to respond to Iran with even greater force. The United States could, for example, hit Iranian oil and gas facilities or other energy sites, army and navy targets, or even political and military leaders. The war in Iran could quickly metastasize into a regional conflict.

Consider, as one case study, what transpired after the United States killed the Iranian general Qassem Soleimani during the first Trump administration in 2020. Analysts predicted all sorts of potential Iranian retaliatory measures of various sizes and scales, but Iran ultimately opted for an intense but circumscribed missile attack on the Al-Asad Airbase in Iraq, resulting in no fatalities but more than 100 U.S. personnel with traumatic brain injuries. The Trump administration downplayed the attack and limited its response to imposing more economic sanctions on Iran, and the two countries even swapped messages via the Swiss embassy in Tehran to defuse tensions.

3. Attack U.S. personnel or interests beyond the Middle East

An even more escalatory approach would be for Iran to directly attack U.S. targets beyond the region, Panikoff noted, referencing countries such as Turkey, Pakistan, and Central Asian nations.

But he thinks such a move is "very unlikely" because the Iranians would be taking a "hugely retaliatory" step and inviting conflict with those countries. "Having an actual missile attack--say, into Pakistan against the U.S. embassy--would be devastating and shocking," Panikoff told me, adding that he could envision Iranian leaders doing this only if they believed that the end of their regime was near and they had "nothing to lose."

Alternatively, the Iranians could revert to more rudimentary, older-school practices of theirs such as directly executing terrorist attacks or sponsoring proxy-group terrorist attacks against U.S., Israeli, or Jewish targets around the world. That "would be a lower bar" for the Iranians, Panikoff said, and "is something to be worried about."

4. Dash toward a nuclear weapon

The Iranian regime could draw the lesson from its escalating war with Israel and the United States that only possession of a nuclear weapon can save it. Even before Israel's military operation, Iran seemed to be tentatively moving in the direction of trading its position on the brink of nuclear-weapons power for actual nuclear weapons, which appears to have contributed to the timing of Israel's campaign.

But although prior to the war Iran may have been capable of enriching uranium to 90 percent, or weapons-grade, within days or weeks, it was further away--perhaps months or more--from the capability of turning that weapons-grade uranium into a usable nuclear weapon. And now its nuclear program has been seriously degraded, though the extent of the damage isn't yet entirely clear: Iran may have retained its stockpile of enriched uranium. Any push for the bomb could also invite further economic sanctions and military operations against Iran. That makes a race for a nuclear bomb in the immediate aftermath of the U.S. strikes, with whatever resources it has left, unlikely, although Iran could take steps short of that such as seeking to develop and possibly use a crude nuclear device, scrambling to rebuild its nuclear program, or withdrawing from the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty.

Iran will emerge from this war with dead nuclear scientists and destroyed physical nuclear infrastructure, but what will persist in some form is the technical expertise that enabled it to enrich uranium to 60 percent, and that probably can be applied to further enriching the material to weapons-grade, because that isn't much of an additional leap. The longer-term threat of a nuclear Iran is unlikely to be wiped out as long as the current Iranian regime, or any like-minded or even harder-line one, remains in power.

5. Strike a nuclear deal with the United States

It may seem like the most improbable scenario, given the bellicosity of Iranian rhetoric, but another potential outcome is that Iran concludes that the regime will be existentially threatened by an escalatory spiral with a militarily superior Israel and the United States and that, beyond a muted response, its next move should be striking a new nuclear deal with the United States that results in the end of the war and the regime in Tehran still in place.

Read: The only Iran hawk is Trump

But this would require Iran to agree to U.S. conditions that it forswear any nuclear enrichment, to which Iran hasn't given any indication of being amenable. So for the moment, this outcome appears unlikely as well.

Iran may want to carefully calibrate its response to the U.S. strikes, but calibration in volatile conflicts isn't always possible.

The Iranian attack on U.S. forces in Iraq after Soleimani's killing five years ago may have been smaller than some anticipated, but it has still been described as "the largest ballistic-missile attack against Americans ever." Troops later recounted that one soldier in a shelter behind the base's blast walls was nearly blown up by the barrage. Frank McKenzie, then the commander of U.S. Central Command, has estimated that had he not ordered a partial evacuation of the airbase, an additional 100 to 150 Americans might have been wounded or killed.

If that had happened, the Trump administration might have responded much more forcefully, which in turn could have sparked further escalation from Iran. The effort to achieve a calibrated response might have produced a full-blown war. All actors in this current war now contemplating their next moves should keep that lesson in mind.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2025/06/iran-response-us-strikes/683291/?utm_source=feed
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The Christian Rocker at the Center of MAGA

Sean Feucht is bringing Christian nationalism to the masses.

by Ali Breland




After wildfires erupted in Los Angeles County earlier this year, a team from the Department of Housing and Urban Development descended on the wreckage. Led by HUD Secretary Scott Turner, the entourage walked through the rubble in Altadena, reassuring victims that the Trump administration had their back. At Turner's request, a Christian-nationalist musician named Sean Feucht tagged along. "I can't overemphasize how amazing this opportunity is," Feucht had posted on Instagram the day before. "I'm bringing my guitar. We're going to worship. We're going to pray."



Feucht has recently become a MAGA superstar. He tours the country holding rallies that blend upbeat Christian-rock songs with sermons that tie in his right-wing political views. Between praising President Donald Trump as God's chosen one and suggesting that abortion supporters are "demons," Feucht has repeatedly advocated for the fusion of Church and state. During a performance in front of the Wisconsin statehouse in 2023, Feucht paused after a song to make a proclamation: "Yeah, we want God in control of government," he said. "We want God writing the laws of the land." He has held rallies in all 50 state capitals, spreading similar theocratic messages.



Feucht did not respond to multiple requests for comment. At times, he has denied being a Christian nationalist, but it can be hard to take that perspective seriously. Last year, he overtly embraced the term at a church in Tulsa, Oklahoma. "That's why we get called, Well, you're Christian nationalists. You want the kingdom to be the government? Yes! You want God to come and overtake the government? Yes! You want Christians to be the only ones? Yes, we do," Feucht said. "We want God to be in control of everything," he continued. "We want believers to be the ones writing the laws."



Feucht has the ear of many top Republicans. After he held a prayer gathering on the National Mall a week before the 2024 presidential election, Trump personally congratulated him for "the incredible job" he was doing defending "religious liberty." Feucht then attended Trump's inauguration prayer service at the National Cathedral in January, where he embraced Secretary of Defense Pete Hegseth. The very next week, he posted that House Speaker Mike Johnson had invited him to hold a worship event in the Capitol. Then, in April, Feucht performed at the White House.



Given his rallies and political connections, Feucht is "maybe the most effective evangelical figure on the far right," Matthew D. Taylor, the senior Christian scholar at the Institute for Islamic, Christian, and Jewish Studies, told me. He is a big reason Christian nationalism has more purchase now than at any other point in recent history. According to a February poll from the Public Religion Research Institute, a majority of Republicans support or sympathize with Christian nationalism. They agreed with a variety of statements provided by PRRI, such as "If the U.S. moves away from our Christian foundations, we will not have a country anymore." Last month, the Appeal to Heaven flag--a symbol popular among Christian nationalists--was spotted flying above a D.C. government building. Feucht is pushing to bring religion and government into even closer alignment.



Feucht comes from a subset of evangelical Christianity known as the New Apostolic Reformation, or NAR. As my colleague Stephanie McCrummen has written, "The movement has never been about policies or changes to the law; it's always been about the larger goal of dismantling the institutions of secular government to clear the way for the Kingdom. It is about God's total victory." Many NAR adherents believe in the "seven-mountain mandate," a framework that seeks to go beyond ending the separation between Church and state. The goal is to eventually control the "seven mountains" of contemporary culture: family, religion, education, media, arts and entertainment, business, and government. Feucht has endorsed the fundamental concept. "Why shouldn't we be the ones leading the way in all spheres of society?" he said in a 2022 sermon. In a conversation that same year, Feucht referenced his desire for Christian representation in "the seven spheres of society."



Read: The army of God comes out of the shadows



NAR has several high-profile leaders, but Feucht has been especially adept at drawing outside attention to the movement's goals. After rising to prominence during the early days of the coronavirus pandemic by throwing Christian-rock concerts in violation of lockdown orders, Feucht has built a massive audience of devotees. His constant stream of worship events across the country makes Christian nationalism more accessible for the religious masses, as does his prolific social-media presence (he has half a million followers between Instagram and X). Feucht is connected to just about every faction of the modern right, even the grassroots fringe: On one occasion, he enlisted a member of the Proud Boys, the sometimes-violent far-right group, as part of his security detail. (Feucht later claimed that he wasn't familiar with the group.)



With Feucht's help, a version of the seven-mountain mandate is coming true. The Trump administration is cracking down on "anti-Christian bias" in the federal government, and the president has hired a number of advisers who are linked to Christian nationalism. Under pressure from parents and lawmakers, schools have banned lesson plans and library books related to LGBTQ themes. Feucht is not single-handedly responsible for these wins for Christian nationalists, but his influence is undeniable. Feucht and Hegseth discussed holding a prayer service inside the Pentagon months before the secretary of defense actually did it. Or consider Charlie Kirk, the MAGA power broker who helped run the Trump campaign's youth-vote operation, and then vetted potential White House hires. In 2020, Feucht unsuccessfully ran for Congress and was endorsed by Kirk. Within a week of the endorsement, Kirk invoked the seven-mountain mandate at CPAC, the conservative conference. With Trump, he said, "finally we have a president that understands the seven mountains of cultural influence."



But not everything has been going well for Feucht. Last month, six staffers and volunteers who worked for Feucht published a long and detailed report accusing him of engaging in financial malfeasance. Feucht's former employees claim that he withheld promised expense reimbursements from ministry volunteers, engaged in donor and payroll fraud, and embezzled nonprofit funds for personal use. The allegations track with earlier reporting by Rolling Stone and Ministry Watch, the nonprofit Christian watchdog. Both have reported on opaque financial dealings involving his nonprofits. Citing a lack of transparency and efficiency, Ministry Watch currently gives Sean Feucht Ministries a "Donor Confidence Score" of 19 out of 100, and encourages potential donors to "withhold giving" to the organization.



Feucht hasn't been charged with any crimes stemming from the allegations, and has denied wrongdoing. "None of those allegations are true," Feucht said in a video he recently posted to YouTube. "We're in great standing with the IRS. We're in great standing with our accountants." He later added, "We are taking ground for Jesus, and we are not apologizing for that." It's possible Feucht's audience will take him at his word. The NAR movement is insular and unwavering in its worldview: Allegations are evidence of persecution for success. Still, a large part of Feucht's power is derived from his donors. At some point, some people might get fed up with giving him money. "He could lose traction at the follower level," Taylor said.



So far, that seems unlikely. Scandals can take down people, but ideas are more resilient. Kirk has continued to advocate for Christian-nationalist positions; last year, he argued that "the separation of Church and state is nowhere in the Constitution." (It is, in fact, in the Constitution--right there in the First Amendment.) Even the formerly staunchly secular world of tech is becoming more open to Christian nationalism. In October, Elon Musk held a town hall at Feucht's former church in Pennsylvania, and has called himself a "cultural Christian." Marc Andreessen and other investors have backed a tech enclave in rural Kentucky closely affiliated with Christian nationalists. Regardless of what happens to Feucht, many of the world's most powerful people seem to be inching closer to what he wants.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/archive/2025/07/sean-feucht-christian-nationalism/683394/?utm_source=feed
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That Dropped Call With Customer Service? It Was on Purpose.

Endless wait times and excessive procedural fuss--it's all part of a tactic called "sludge."

by Chris Colin




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


In hindsight I'll say: I always thought going crazy would be more exciting--roaming the street in a bathrobe, shouting at fruit. Instead I spent a weary season of my life saying representative. Speaking words and numbers to robots. Speaking them again more clearly, waiting, getting disconnected, finally reaching a person but the wrong person, repeating my story, would I mind one more brief hold. May my children never see the emails I sent, or the unhinged delirium with which I pressed 1 for agent.

I was tempted to bury the whole cretinous ordeal, except that I'd looked behind the curtain and vowed to document what I'd seen.

It all began last July, here in San Francisco. I'd been driving to my brother's house, going about 40 mph, when my family's newish Ford Escape simply froze: The steering wheel locked, and the power brakes died. I could neither steer the car nor stop it.

I jabbed at the "Power" button while trying to jerk the wheel free--no luck. Glancing ahead, I saw that the road curved to the left a few hundred yards up. I was going to sail off Bayshore Boulevard and over an embankment. I reached for the door handle.

What followed instead was pure anticlimactic luck: Ten feet before the curve in the road, the car drifted to a stop. Vibrating with relief, I clicked on the hazards and my story began.

That afternoon, with the distracted confidence of a man covered by warranty, I had the car towed to our mechanic. (I first tried driving one more time--cautiously--lest the malfunction was a fluke. Within 10 minutes, it happened again.)

"We can see from the computer codes that there was a problem," the guy told me a few days later. "But we can't identify the problem."

Then he asked if I'd like to come pick up the car.

"Won't it just happen again?" I asked.

"Might," he said. "Might not."

I said that sounded like a subpar approach to driving and asked if he might try again to find the problem.

"Look"--annoyed sigh--"we're not going to just go searching all over the vehicle for it."

This was in fact a perfect description of what I thought he should do, but there was no persuading him. I took the car to a different mechanic. A third mechanic took a look. When everyone told me the same thing, it started looking like time to replace the car, per the warranty. I called the Ford Customer Relationship Center.

Pinging my way through the phone tree, I was eventually connected with someone named Pamela--my case agent. She absorbed my tale, gave me her extension, and said she'd call back the next day.

Days passed with no calls, nor would she answer mine. I tried to find someone else at Ford and got transferred back to Pamela's line. By chance--it was all always chance--I finally got connected to someone with substantive information: Unless our vehicle's malfunction could be replicated and thus identified, the warranty wouldn't apply.

"But nobody can replicate the malfunction," I said.

"I understand your frustration."

Over the days ahead, and then weeks, and then more weeks, I got pulled into a corner of modern existence that you are, of course, familiar with. You know it from dealing with your own car company, or insurance company, or health-care network, or internet provider, or utility provider, or streaming service, or passport office, or DMV, or, or, or. My calls began getting lost, or transferred laterally to someone who needed the story of a previous repair all over again. In time, I could predict the emotional contours of every conversation: the burst of scripted empathy, the endless routing, the promise of finally reaching a manager who--CLICK. Once, I was told that Ford had been emailing me updates; it turned out they'd somehow conjured up an email address for me that bore no relationship to my real one. Weirdly, many of the customer-service and dealership workers I spoke with seemed to forget the whole premise and suggested I resume driving the car.

"Would you put your kids in it?" I'd ask. They were aghast. Not if the steering freezes up!

As consuming as this experience was, I rarely talked about it. It was too banal and tedious to inflict on family or friends. I didn't even like thinking about it myself. When the time came to plunge into the next round of calls or emails, I'd slip into a self-protective fugue state and silently power through.

Then, one night at a party, a friend mentioned something about a battle with an airline. Immediately she attempted to change the subject.

"It's boring," she said. "Disregard."

On the contrary, I told her, I needed to hear every detail. Tentatively at first, she told me about a family trip to Sweden that had been scuttled by COVID. What followed was a protracted war involving denied airline refunds, unusable vouchers, expired vouchers, and more. Other guests from the party began drifting over. One recounted a recent Verizon nightmare. Another had endured Kafkaesque tech support from Sonos. The stories kept coming: gym-quitting labyrinths, Airbnb hijinks, illogical conversations with the permitting office, confounding interactions with the IRS. People spoke of not just the money lost but the hours, the sanity, the basic sense that sense can prevail.

Taken separately, these hassles and indignities were funny anecdotes. Together, they suggested something unreckoned with. And everyone agreed: It was all somehow getting worse. In 2023 (the most recent year for which data are available), the National Customer Rage Survey showed that American consumers were, well, full of rage. The percentage seeking revenge--revenge!--for their hassles had tripled in just three years.

I decided to de-fugue and start paying attention. Was the impenetrability of these contact centers actually deliberate? (Buying a new product or service sure is seamless.) Why do we so often feel like everything's broken? And why does it feel more and more like this brokenness is breaking us?


Illustration by Timo Lenzen



Turns out there's a word for it.

In the 2008 best seller Nudge, the legal scholar Cass R. Sunstein and the economist Richard H. Thaler marshaled behavioral-science research to show how small tweaks could help us make better choices. An updated version of the book includes a section on what they called "sludge"--tortuous administrative demands, endless wait times, and excessive procedural fuss that impede us in our lives.

The whole idea of sludge struck a chord. In the past several years, the topic has attracted a growing body of work. Researchers have shown how sludge leads people to forgo essential benefits and quietly accept outcomes they never would have otherwise chosen. Sunstein had encountered plenty of the stuff working with the Department of Homeland Security and, before that, as administrator of the Office of Information and Regulatory Affairs. "People might want to sign their child up for some beneficial program, such as free transportation or free school meals, but the sludge might defeat them," he wrote in the Duke Law Journal.

The defeat part rang darkly to me. When I started talking with people about their sludge stories, I noticed that almost all ended the same way--with a weary, bedraggled Fuck it. Beholding the sheer unaccountability of the system, they'd pay that erroneous medical bill or give up on contesting that ticket. And this isn't happening just here and there. Instead, I came to see this as a permanent condition. We are living in the state of Fuck it.

Some of the sludge we submit to is unavoidable--the simple consequence of living in a big, digitized world. But some of it is by design. ProPublica showed in 2023 how Cigna saved millions of dollars by rejecting claims without having doctors read them, knowing that a limited number of customers would endure the process of appeal. (Cigna told ProPublica that its description was "incorrect.") Later that same year, the Consumer Financial Protection Bureau ordered Toyota's motor-financing arm to pay $60 million for alleged misdeeds that included thwarting refunds and deliberately setting up a dead-end hotline for canceling products and services. (The now-diminished bureau canceled the order in May.) As one Harvard Business Review article put it, "Some companies may actually find it profitable to create hassles for complaining customers."

Sludge can also reduce participation in government programs. According to Stephanie Thum, an adjunct faculty member at the Indiana Institute of Technology who researches and writes about bureaucracy, agencies may use this fact to their advantage. "If you bury a fee waiver or publish a website in legalese rather than plain language, research shows people might stay away," Thum told me. "If you're a leader, you might use that knowledge to get rid of administrative friction--or put it in place."

Read: How government learned to waste your time

Fee waivers, rejected claims--sludge pales compared with other global crises, of course. But that might just be its cruelest trick. There was a time when systemic dysfunction felt bold and italicized, and so did our response: We were mad as hell and we weren't going to take it anymore! Now something more insidious and mundane is at work. The system chips away as much as it crushes, all while reassuring us that that's just how things go.

The result: We're exhausted as hell and we're probably going to keep taking it.

Call Pamela. Call the mechanic. Call the other mechanic. Call that lemon-law lawyer. My exhausted efforts, to the extent I understood them, revolved around getting my car either fixed or replaced and getting the various nodes in the Ford universe to talk with one another. In the middle of work, or dinner, or a kid's soccer game, I'd peel off to answer a random call, because every now and then it was that one precious update from Ford, informing me that there was no news.

The hope, with all of this, was to burrow my way far enough into the circuitry to locate someone with the authority and inclination to help. Sometimes I got drips of information--the existence of a buyback department at Ford, for instance. Mostly I got nowhere.

The longer this dragged on, the more the matrix seemed to glitch. The dealership where I'd bought the car had no record of the salesman who'd sold it to me. Ford's internal database, at one point, claimed that I had already picked up the car I was still trying to get them to fix. A mechanic told me, "It's not that we couldn't fix it. It's that we never found the problem, so we were unable to fix it."

Another mechanic, apparently as delighted by our conversations as I was, grew petulant.

"Driving is a luxury," he told me without explanation.

Initiating these conversations in the first place: also a luxury, I was learning. For this we have the automatic call distributor to thank. The invention of this device in the mid-20th century allowed for the industrialization of customer service. In lieu of direct contact, calls could be funneled automatically to the next available agent, who would handle each one quickly and methodically.

Contact centers became an industry of their own and, with the rise of offshoring in the '90s, lurched into a new level of productivity--at least from a corporate perspective. Sure, wait times lengthened, pleasantries grew stilted, and sometimes the new accents were hard to understand. But inefficiency had been conquered, or outsourced to the customer, anyway.

Researching this shift led me to Amas Tenumah. As a college student in Oklahoma, Tenumah had come up with a million-dollar invention: a tool that would translate those agent voices into text, and then convert that text into a digital voice.

"So you'd end up with this robotic conversation," he told me, "which one could argue may even be worse. I didn't know what the hell I was doing."

The million dollars didn't materialize, but connections did. Needing work, he took a telemarketing job at a company called TCIM Services. Rather than transform contact centers, he strapped on a headset and joined one.

The obsession with efficiency in his new field astonished him. Going to the bathroom required a code. Breaks were regulated to the minute. Outwardly he worked in an office, but by any measure it was a factory floor. Overly long "handle time"? He'd get dinged. Too few calls answered? He'd get dinged. Too many escalations to a supervisor? Ding. Ostensibly the goal of customer service is to serve customers. Often enough, its true purpose is to defeat them.

In the two decades after he took that first job, Tenumah rose from agent to manager, ultimately running enormous contact centers around the world. His work took him from Colombia to the Philippines in an endless search for cheap and malleable labor.

In 2021, he published a slim book titled Waiting for Service: An Insider's Account of Why Customer Service Is Broken + Tips to Avoid Bad Service. Between calls to Ford and various mechanics, I'd begun reading it, and listening to the podcast that Tenumah co-hosts. He has a funny, straight-shooting manner that somehow lets him dish about his industry while continuing to work in it.

When we first spoke, I mentioned that someone at Ford had told me that my case had been closed at my request; I had to go through the whole process of reopening it. Was I imagining things, I asked, or was my lack of progress deliberate?

Tenumah laughed.

"Yes, sludge is often intentional," he said. "Of course. The goal is to put as much friction between you and whatever the expensive thing is. So the frontline person is given as limited information and authority as possible. And it's punitive if they connect you to someone who could actually help."

Helpfulness aside, I mentioned that I frequently felt like I was talking with someone alarmingly indifferent to my plight.

"That's called good training," Tenumah said. "What you're hearing is a human successfully smoothed into a corporate algorithm, conditioned to prioritize policy over people. If you leave humans in their natural state, they start to care about people and listen to nuance, and are less likely to follow the policy."

For some people, that humanity gets trained out of them. For others, the threat of punishment suppresses it. To keep bosses happy, Tenumah explained, agents develop tricks. If your average handle time is creeping up, hanging up on someone can bring it back down. If you've escalated too many times that day, you might "accidentally" transfer a caller back into the queue. Choices higher up the chain also add helpful friction, Tenumah said: Not hiring enough agents leads to longer wait times, which in turn weeds out a percentage of callers. Choosing cheaper telecom carriers leads to poor connection with offshore contact centers; many of the calls disconnect on their own.

"No one says, 'Let's do bad service,'" Tenumah told me. "Instead they talk about things like credit percentages"--the number of refunds, rebates, or payouts extended to customers. "My boss would say, 'We spent a million dollars in credits last month. That needs to come down to 750.' That number becomes an edict, makes its way down to the agents answering the phones. You just start thinking about what levers you have."

"Does anyone tell them to pull those levers?" I asked.

"The brilliance of the system is that they don't have to say it out loud," Tenumah said. "It's built into the incentive structure."

That structure, he said, can be traced to a shift in how companies operate. There was a time when the happiness of existing customers was a sacred metric. CEOs saw the long arc of loyalty as essential to a company's success. That arc has snapped. Everyone still claims to value customer service, but as the average CEO tenure has shortened, executives have become more focused on delivering quick returns to shareholders and investors. This means prioritizing growth over the satisfaction of customers already on board.

Customers are part of the problem too, Tenumah added.

"We've gotten collectively worse at punishing companies we do business with," he said. He pointed to a deeply unpopular airline whose most dissatisfied customers return only slightly less often than their most satisfied customers. "We as customers have gotten lazy. I joke that all the people who hate shopping at Walmart are usually complaining from inside Walmart."

Read: The death of the smart shopper

In other words, he said, companies feel emboldened to treat us however they want.

"It's like an abusive relationship. All it takes is a 20 percent-off coupon and you'll come back."

As in any dysfunctional relationship, a glimmer of promise arrived just when I was giving up hope. As mysteriously as she'd vanished, Pamela came back one day, and non-updates began to trickle in: My case was still under review; my patience was appreciated.

All of this was starting to remind me of something I'd read. The Simple Sabotage Field Manual was created in 1944 by the Office of Strategic Services, a predecessor to the CIA. The document was intended to spark a wave of nonviolent citizen resistance in Nazi-occupied Europe. "Never permit short-cuts to be taken in order to expedite decisions," advised one passage. "Bring up irrelevant issues as frequently as possible."

I'd encountered the manual in the past, and had thought of it as a quirky old curio. Now I saw it anew, as an up-to-the-minute handbook for corporate America. The "purposeful stupidity" once meant to sabotage enemy regimes has been repurposed to frustrate us--weaponized inefficiency in the name of profit. (I later discovered that Slate's Rebecca Onion had had this same revelation a full decade ago. Nevertheless the sabotage persists.)

As I waited for news from Ford, I searched for more contact-center agents willing to talk.

Rebecca Harris has fielded calls--mainly for telephone-, internet-, and TV-service companies--since 2007. She calls the work "traumatic."

"I'd want to do everything I can to help the person on the other end," she told me. "But I had to pretend that I can't, because they don't want me to escalate the call."

Many customers called because they were feeling pinched by their bill. For a lot of them, a rebate was available. But between the callers and that rebate, the company had installed an expanse of sludge.

"They would outright tell you in training you're not allowed to give them a rebate offer unless they ask you about it with specific words," she said. "If they say they're paying too much money, you couldn't mention the rebate. Or if the customer was asking about a higher rebate but you knew there was a lower one, they trained us to redirect them to that one."

Harris told me she'd think about her parents in times like this, and would treat her callers the way she'd want them treated. That didn't go over well with her managers. "They'd call me in constantly to retrain me," she said. "I wasn't meeting the numbers they were asking me to meet, so they weren't meeting their numbers."

Supervisors didn't tell Harris to deceive or thwart customers. But having them get frustrated and give up was the best way to meet those numbers.

Sometimes she'd intentionally drop a call or feign technical trouble: "'I'm sorry, the call ... I can't ... I'm having a hard time hearing y--.' It was sad. Or sometimes we'd drag out the call enough that they'd get agitated, or say things that got them agitated, and they'd hang up."

Even if an agent wanted to treat callers more humanely, much of the friction was structural, a longtime contact-center worker named Amayea Maat told me. For one, the different corners of a business were seldom connected, which forced callers to re-explain their problem over and over: more incentive to give up.

"And often they make the IVR"--interactive voice response, the automated phone systems we curse at--"really difficult to get through, so you get frustrated and go online."

She described working with one government agency that programmed its IVR to simply hang up on people who'd been on hold for a certain amount of time.

There's a moment in Ford's hold music--an endless loop of demented hotel-lobby cheer--when the composition seems to speed up. By my 8,000th listen I was sure of it: The tempo rose infinitesimally in this one brief spot. Like the fly painted on men's-room urinals, this imperfection was clearly engineered to focus my attention--and, in so doing, to distract me from the larger absurdity at hand.

Which is to say, my sanity had begun to fray.

When I set out to document the inner workings of sludge, I had in mind the dull architecture of delays and deferrals. But I had started to notice my own inner workings. The aggravation was adding up, and so was the fatigue. Arguing was exhausting. Being transferred to argue with a different person was exhausting. The illogic was exhausting.

Individually, the calls and emails were blandly substance-free. But together they spoke clearly: You are powerless. I began to wonder: Was the accretion of these exhaustions complicit in the broader hopelessness we seem to be feeling these days? Were these hassles and frictions not just costing us but warping us with a kind of administrative-spiritual defeatism?

Signs of that warping seem to be appearing more and more, as when a Utah man who says he was denied a refund for his apparently defective Subaru crashed the car through the dealership's door. But most of us wearily combat sludge through the proper channels, however hopeless it seems. A Nebraska man spent two years trying to change the apparently computer-generated name given to his daughter, Unakite Thirteen Hotel, after a bureaucratic error involving her birth certificate. She also hadn't received a Social Security number--without which she couldn't receive Medicaid and other services.

In his 2021 follow-up to Nudge, Sludge, Sunstein notes that this constellation of frictions "makes people feel that their time does not matter. In extreme cases, it makes people feel that their lives do not matter." I asked Sunstein about this depletion. "Suppose that people spend hours on the phone, waiting for help from the Social Security Administration, or seeking to get a license or a permit to do something," he replied. "They might start to despair, not only because of all that wasted time but because they are being treated as if they just don't count."

For Pamela Herd, a social-policy professor at the University of Michigan, sludge became personal when she began navigating services for her daughter, who has a disability. "It's one thing when I get frustrated at the DMV," she told me. "It's another thing when you're in a position where your kid's life might be on the line, or your kid's access to health insurance, or your access to food."

In 2018, Herd published Administrative Burden: Policymaking by Other Means, with her husband, Donald Moynihan, a professor of public policy at Michigan. The book examines how bureaucratic quicksand--complex paperwork, confusing procedures--actively stymies policy and access to government services. Rather than mere inefficiencies, the authors argue, a number of these obstacles are deliberate policy tools that discourage participation in programs such as Medicaid, keep people from voting, and limit access to social welfare. Marginalized communities are hit disproportionately.

Throughout my ordeal, it was always clear that I was among the fortunate sludgees. I had the time and flexibility to fight in the first place--to wait on hold, to write follow-up emails. Most people would've just agreed to start driving the damn car again. Fuck it.

One of sludge's most insidious effects is our ever-diminishing trust in institutions, Herd told me. Once that skepticism sets in, it's not hard for someone like Elon Musk to gut the government under the guise of efficiency. She was on speakerphone as she told me this, driving through the Southwest on vacation with Moynihan. As it happened, something had flown up and hit their windshield just before our conversation, and they were surely headed for a protracted discussion between their rental-car company and their insurance company--a little sludge of their own.

Exasperated as we all are, said Tenumah, the customer-service expert, things are going to get much worse when customer service is fully managed by AI. And, as Moynihan observed, DOGE has already taken our frustration with government inefficiency and perverted it into drastic cuts that also will only further complicate our lives.

But in some corners of academia and government, pushback to sludge is mounting. Regulations like the FTC's "Click to Cancel" rule seek to eliminate barriers to canceling subscriptions and memberships. And the International Sludge Academy, a new initiative from both the Paris-based Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development and the government of New South Wales, has promoted the adoption of "sludge audits" around the world. The business research firm Gartner predicts that "the right to talk to a human" will be EU law by 2028.

In the meantime, I've developed my own way of responding.

Years before my Ford ordeal, I'd already begun to understand that sludge was doing something to us. It first registered when I noticed a new vein of excuse in the RSVP sphere: "Sorry, love to, but I need to figure out our passport application tonight." "Sorry, researching new insurance plans."

The domestic tasks weren't new; the novelty was all the ways we were drowning in the basic administration of our own lives. I didn't have a solution. But I had an idea for addressing it. I fired off an email to some friends, and on a Tuesday night, a tradition began.

"Admin Night" isn't a party. It isn't laborious taking-care-of-business. It's both! At the appointed hour, friends come over with beer and a folder of disputed charges, expiring miles, summer-camp paperwork. Five minutes of chitchat, half an hour of quiet admin, rinse, repeat. At the end of each gathering, everyone names a minor bureaucratic victory and the group lets out a supportive cheer.

Admin Night rules. In an era of fraying social ties, it claws back a sliver of hang time. Part of the appeal is simply being able to socialize while plowing through the to-do list--a 21st-century efficiency fetish if ever there was one. But just as satisfying is having this species of modern enervation brought into the light. Learning of sludge's existence, Thum, the bureaucracy researcher, told me, is the first step in fighting it, and in pushing back against the despair it provokes.

Among sludge's mysteries is how it can suddenly clear. With no explanation, Pamela called one day to tell me that Ford had decided to buy back my car. She put me in touch with the Reacquired Vehicles Headquarters. From there I was connected to a "repurchase coordinator," then I was told to wait for another process in "Quality," and after some haggling over the price they agreed to buy the car back. To Ford's credit, they gave me a fair offer. But I would've accepted a turkey sandwich at that point.

What happens to the car next? I asked. I was told that if returned vehicles could be repaired, they could be resold with disclosures. But was Ford obligated to fix the defect before selling it? No one could give me a clear answer. I pondered options for warning potential buyers. Could I post something to Yelp and hope it somehow got noticed? Hide a note inside the car somewhere? Publish the Vehicle Identification Number--1FMCU0KZ0NUA29474--in a national magazine?

Before I could decide on a solution, I got the call. One hundred eight days after this whole thing began, I borrowed a friend's car and drove to the San Jose dealership where my Escape had been waiting all this time. When I arrived, a man named Dennis greeted me and we walked to the lot where the car was sitting. I grabbed everything out of the center console, and then we walked back inside.

"What's going to happen to it?" I asked. "Are they going to resell it?"

Dennis didn't know, or didn't seem inclined to discuss. (A Ford communications director named Mike Levine later told The Atlantic that the company does not resell any repurchased vehicles that can't be fully repaired. Given the confusion I witnessed, I still wonder how they confirm that a car is fully repaired.) I signed some papers, and it was over. The car that wasn't safe to drive, the process that seemed designed not to work--the whole experience ended not with a bang but with a cashier's check and a wordless handshake.

When I originally alerted Ford about this article, a spokesperson named Maria told me that my case was not typical and that she was sorry about it. Regarding all the back-and-forth, she said, "that was not seamless." Levine told The Atlantic that Ford does not "encourage or measure 'sludge,'" and that "there was zero intent to add 'sludge'" to my interactions with Ford. He said that the teams I spoke with had needed time to see whether they could replicate the problem with my car, though to my mind that suggests a more concerted effort than what I perceived.

Pamela emailed an apology, too, adding that, given "the experience you had with your vehicle, I do want to extend an offer for a maintenance plan for your vehicle should you decide to purchase a Ford again, as a complimentary gift for your patience with the brand, as I understand this process took a long time."

We did purchase another vehicle, but it wasn't a Ford.

Lately I've taken to noticing small victories in the war against sludge. That Nebraska dad with the daughter named Unakite Thirteen Hotel? I'm happy to report she was at last given a Social Security number in February, and was on her way to finally, officially, becoming Caroline.

Still, I couldn't help thinking of all the time her dad lost in that soul-sucking battle.

"It's been very, very taxing," he said in an interview.

I understood his frustration.
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The Politicization of National Intelligence

Is a shake-up coming for Trump's national security advisers?

by The Editors




Tulsi Gabbard's tenure as director of national intelligence in the Trump administration may be facing a potential shake-up. Panelists on Washington Week With The Atlantic joined to discuss the future of the administration's national-security complex.

Gabbard joined the Trump administration in a "MAGA wing of no war, no foreign intervention," staff writer for The Atlantic Shane Harris said last night. But following the U.S. air strikes on Iran, Gabbard is trying very quickly "to get the intelligence in her statements" to "line up with the president's political preferences," Harris explained. "That is dangerous in the conduct of intelligence. That is what intelligence professionals try to avoid." This is also the "politicization of intelligence," he continued, "which is precisely what [Gabbard] said she was going to root out in the intelligence community."

Joining the editor in chief of The Atlantic, Jeffrey Goldberg, to discuss this and more: Shane Harris, a staff writer at The Atlantic; David Ignatius, a columnist for The Washington Post; Andrea Mitchell, the chief Washington and foreign-affairs correspondent at NBC News; and Ashley Parker, a staff writer at The Atlantic.

Watch the full episode here.
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A Test of Presidential Powers

Panelists discuss the escalating conflict between Israel and Iran--and the rejection of Trump's dealmaking efforts.

by The Editors




Donald Trump is embroiled in conflicts, facing new tests of his presidential powers and of his willingness to use military force. Panelists on Washington Week With The Atlantic joined to discuss the conflict between Israel and Iran--and how it is a test of Trump's influence.

Iran likely does not want to draw the United States into war, but Israel might have other incentives. Those, including some on the right, who do not want the Trump administration to become enmeshed in this conflict fear that Benjamin Netanyahu "launched this wider-scale attack that didn't just target nuclear facilities, but also military personnel and scientists, in part to try and make Iran's response bigger to then draw the U.S. in," Tyler Pager, a White House correspondent at the The New York Times, said last night.

Joining guest moderator and staff writer at The Atlantic, Ashley Parker, to discuss this and more: Eugene Daniels, a senior Washington correspondent and a co-host of The Weekend at MSNBC; Tyler Pager, a White House correspondent at the The New York Times; Matt Viser, the White House bureau chief at The Washington Post; and Nancy Youssef, a national-security correspondent for the The Wall Street Journal.

Watch the full episode here.
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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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RFK Jr.'s Confusing Disdain for Medicaid

The health secretary is cheering on cuts that would worsen America's health woes.

by Nicholas Florko




For Robert F. Kennedy Jr., "Make America healthy again" is far more than a nice slogan. His cosmic purpose in life, he has said, is to fix the country's health woes. "The first thing I've done every morning for the past 20 years is to get on my knees and pray to God that he would put me in a position to end the chronic-disease epidemic," Kennedy told senators during his confirmation hearing in January. As health secretary, he has continued to emphasize his commitment to that goal. But yesterday, Kennedy cheered a move that is all but guaranteed to make America less healthy.



Trump's "Big Beautiful Bill," which the Senate passed yesterday, includes provisions that would dramatically change Medicaid, the government program that provides health insurance primarily to low-income people. The bill requires a significant portion of Medicaid enrollees to work in order to access benefits, and creates other barriers for people enrolling in the program. All told, it would kick nearly 12 million people off health insurance by 2034, according to an estimate from the nonpartisan Congressional Budget Office. If the bill passes the House, it will then head to President Donald Trump, who will sign it into law.



Medicaid is an expensive program, and the White House has said that more stringently policing who can access it will root out fraud and save funds for the neediest Americans. (Fraud is indeed a problem with the program.) Kennedy, who oversees Medicaid as the head of Health and Human Services, has echoed that message. Yesterday, he posted on X that the bill will allow the Trump administration "to deliver better care to America's most vulnerable citizens." But nearly the entire medical establishment warns that slashing Medicaid and limiting access to medical care would have grave consequences for Americans' health. The American Hospital Association has said the bill "will result in irreparable harm to our health care system." The American College of Emergency Physicians has said that it "will have dangerous ripple effects that impact anyone in need of lifesaving emergency care."



Kennedy has argued several times that the number of people on Medicaid needs to shrink. In a recent congressional hearing, Kennedy argued that Medicaid should be for only "poor children," "mothers," and "the disabled," rather than "able-bodied people who are not looking for jobs." During his Senate confirmation hearing, Kennedy made clear that his problem with Medicaid is unsatisfactory outcomes. "We are spending $900 billion, and our people are getting sicker every single year," he said. (An HHS spokesperson didn't respond to a request for comment.)



But cutting Medicaid would directly undermine Kennedy's MAHA agenda. Many of the sickest Americans are on Medicaid, and they might not otherwise be able to afford health insurance. The program allows them to access care for the kinds of diseases that RFK Jr. is set on remedying. Nine in 10 adults who are on Medicaid and have chronic conditions report seeing a doctor in the past year, versus just 63 percent of uninsured adults, according to KFF, a nonpartisan organization.



There's a lot for Kennedy to like in the services Medicaid provides. The health secretary is perhaps the most outspoken advocate for the concept that food is medicine, but Medicaid has long embraced the idea. Every state runs its own Medicaid program, and Massachusetts, for example, provides healthy meals to people with certain diet-related conditions. This pilot program has reduced hospitalizations by nearly a quarter, according to one study. Kennedy has also cited his longtime advocacy for people with disabilities. Several states, including California, pay for aides who can help disabled enrollees with personal-care tasks. Some will even pay for renovations to make homes more accessible, ensuring that people with disabilities can live more independently.



With his framing on Medicaid, Kennedy has reversed the causes and effects of America's health woes. He is right to point out that Medicaid serves an incredibly sick population. Adults below the poverty line are roughly twice as likely to report only fair or poor health compared with the entire U.S. population, according to the CDC. But Medicaid is part of the solution, not the problem itself.
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New York Is Hungry for a Big Grocery Experiment

Small towns have tried public grocery stores. How would they fare in a major city?

by Yasmin Tayag




New York City--where takeout is a food group and ovens are for storing clothes--may soon get into the grocery business. If he wins the general election this November, Zohran Mamdani, the new Democratic nominee for mayor, has said he will build a network of municipally owned, affordable grocery stores, one in each of the city's five boroughs. According to Mamdani, the city could help pay for the stores' rent and operating costs by taxing the wealthy, and the stores won't seek to turn a profit, enabling them to sell food at wholesale cost. In the vision Mamdani laid out in a campaign video, the stores' mission would be combatting "price gouging" by offering lower prices than corporate grocery stores.



If Mamdani is able to pull this off--a huge if, given the economic considerations, as critics are quick to point out--it will be the first time in American history that a city of New York's size has commanded its own grocery stores. New Yorkers are in favor of the idea: Two-thirds of them, including 54 percent of Republicans, support public groceries, according to a March poll by the Climate and Community Institute, a progressive think tank. But because nothing exactly like Mamdani's plan has ever been tried before in a large city, no one can be certain whether it will really be able to sell more affordable food, let alone help address food insecurity and health disparities in the city. What Mamdani has proposed is a $60 million experiment, with New Yorkers as test subjects.



A couple of other large American cities are trying out similar plans, but what little real precedent exists for Mamdani's plan comes mostly from rural America. A handful of towns have opened municipally owned groceries, mostly because they had no choice: Small towns once relied on mom-and-pop shops, but these are vanishing as dollar stores proliferate and big-box retailers in larger rural cities monopolize the wholesale supply. Without a supermarket, residents have to either drive out of town for food or rely on convenience stores and dollar stores, which don't stock many healthy options. In 2018, the town of Baldwin, Florida (current population 1,366), lost its only grocery when the local IGA closed. It became a food desert: The next-closest supermarket was 10 miles away--not a simple trip for older adults who don't drive or for people without a car. The mayor proposed a municipally owned store, which opened the next year. In Kansas, the cities of St. Paul (population 603) and Erie (population 1,019) started their own grocery stores in 2008 and 2021, respectively. St. Paul had not had a supermarket since 1985.



The fates of these stores and their hometowns have varied. Baldwin Market became a lifeline for many residents, particularly during the pandemic. But it struggled to break even and closed in 2024. Now the town largely relies on a handful of convenience stores and a Dollar General as it awaits the rumored opening of a new private grocery. Erie Market similarly struggled to balance its books. Operations were a challenge; the store sometimes stocked expired food, and its refrigerated section lost power after a thunderstorm. Last year, the city leased it to a private owner, who has yet to reopen the store.



By contrast, St. Paul Supermarket has operated as a fully municipally owned grocery since 2013 (before that, it was funded by a community-development group) and shows no signs of closing. Its success has been attributed to community buy-in. Locals were motivated by the desire to preserve their city, fearing that the lack of a grocery store would drive away current residents and scare off potential new ones. "It's a retention strategy, but it's also a recruitment strategy," Rial Carver, the program leader at Kansas State University's Rural Grocery Initiative, told me.



The primary goal of a municipally owned store is to get food to people who need it. But the city will have to decide which food to stock and, inevitably, will face questions about how those choices influence the diet or health of potential customers. (Imagine the criticism a Mamdani administration might face for subsidizing Cheetos--or, for that matter, organic, gluten-free cheese puffs.) Theoretically, getting people better access to any sort of food can have health benefits, Craig Willingham, the managing director of CUNY's Urban Food Policy Institute, told me. But so few examples of successful municipal grocery stores exist that there is virtually no research on their health effects.



Research on the health impact of opening a privately owned grocery in a food desert has had mixed results. An ongoing study of a food-desert neighborhood in Pittsburgh has found that after a supermarket opened, residents consumed fewer calories overall--less added sugar, but also fewer whole grains, fruits, and vegetables. A 2018 study set in a Bronx neighborhood with few grocery stores linked the opening of a new supermarket to residents eating more vegetables and fruit and consuming fewer soft drinks, salty snacks, and pastries, but their spending on unhealthy foods increased along with their purchases of healthy ones.



A new grocery alone won't change food habits, according to a 2019 study led by Hunt Allcott, an economist at Stanford. "People shop at the new store, but they buy the same kinds of groceries they had been buying before," Allcott told me. What does help nudge people toward buying healthier foods, he said, is making those foods affordable--while also taxing unhealthy items such as soda.



With so little background information to go on, there's no telling how Mamdani's experiment will play out in a big city--or whether it will even get off the ground. New York differs from the sites of other municipal-grocery experiments not only in its size and density but also in its general abundance of grocery stores. Proximity isn't the major reason people can't get food, healthy or otherwise, Allcott said--cost is. From 2013 to 2023, the amount of money New Yorkers spent on groceries rose nearly 66 percent--far higher than the national average. The city's poverty rate--a metric based on the price of a minimal diet--is nearly twice that of the national average; from 2020 to 2023, one in three New Yorkers used food pantries. In Chelsea, a Manhattan neighborhood that is known for its luxury high-rises and is also home to a large housing project, some residents would rather take the train into New Jersey to buy groceries than shop at the expensive local supermarkets, Willingham said.



Grocery stores are tough business. Profit margins are as slim as 1 to 3 percent, and prices are largely determined by suppliers, who tend to privilege volume. A single grocer (or the small network that Mamdani envisions) won't get as good a deal as a large chain. And running a store is hard, Carver told me: A manager needs to be nimble and adjust to customer demands, skills that municipal bodies are not exactly known for. In New York, at least, there's reason to expect that public groceries wouldn't actually be cheaper.



Mamdani (whose campaign did not respond to a request for comment) has acknowledged that New York's city government might not be cut out for stocking shelves. If the pilot plan doesn't work, he said on the podcast Plain English last week, he won't try to scale it up. Yet he believes that it's worth trying. "This is a proposal of reasonable policy experimentation," he said.



National grocery costs are expected to increase 2.2 percent this year, according to the USDA. Price hikes will hit poor Americans even harder if Congress passes President Donald Trump's megabill, which includes cuts to federal food-assistance programs such as SNAP. Among such threats to food affordability, the mere possibility of change could justify a trial of something new. Other large cities, too, are signing up as guinea pigs: Madison, Wisconsin, is in the process of opening a municipally owned store. Last year, Atlanta addressed food insecurity among public-school students and their families by opening a free grocery store--it functions like a food pantry but is stocked like a supermarket--funded by a public-private partnership. Its impact on health hasn't yet been studied, but demand is high. "We do slots for appointments, and they're immediately gone," Chelsea Montgomery, the adviser to operations of Atlanta Public Schools, told me.



Mamdani's proposal is hardly the first unorthodox policy experiment New York has considered. The city took a chance on congestion pricing to reduce traffic and fund public transit, on universal pre-K to guarantee access to early childhood education, and on supervised injection sites to curb the overdose crisis. All have achieved their objectives. Perhaps, in a decade, millions of New Yorkers will get their organic, gluten-free cheese puffs on the cheap at a city-owned market. Or perhaps the whole project will go the way of the city's failed attempt to end poverty by offering cash in exchange for efforts to build healthy habits. The point of experimentation is to find out.
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Why Can't Americans Sleep?

Insomnia has become a public-health emergency.

by Jennifer Senior




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


I like to tell people that the night before I stopped sleeping, I slept. Not only that: I slept well. Years ago, a boyfriend of mine, even-keeled during the day but restless at night, told me how hard it was to toss and turn while I instantly sank into the crude, Neanderthal slumber of the dead. When I found a magazine job that allowed me to keep night-owl hours, my rhythms had the precision of an atomic clock. I fell asleep at 1 a.m. I woke up at 9 a.m. One to nine, one to nine, one to nine, night after night, day after day. As most researchers can tell you, this click track is essential to health outcomes: One needs consistent bedtimes and wake-up times. And I had them, naturally; when I lost my alarm clock, I didn't bother getting another until I had an early-morning flight to catch.

Then, one night maybe two months before I turned 29, that vaguening sense that normal sleepers have when they're lying in bed--their thoughts pixelating into surreal images, their mind listing toward unconsciousness--completely deserted me. How bizarre, I thought. I fell asleep at 5 a.m.

This started to happen pretty frequently. I had no clue why. The circumstances of my life, both personally and professionally, were no different from the week, month, or two months before--and my life was good. Yet I'd somehow transformed into an appliance without an off switch.

I saw an acupuncturist. I took Tylenol PM. I sampled a variety of supplements, including melatonin (not really appropriate, I'd later learn, especially in the megawatt doses Americans take--its real value is in resetting your circadian clock, not as a sedative). I ran four miles every day, did breathing exercises, listened to a meditation tape a friend gave me. Useless.

I finally caved and saw my general practitioner, who prescribed Ambien, telling me to feel no shame if I needed it every now and then. But I did feel shame, lots of shame, and I'd always been phobic about drugs, including recreational ones. And now ... a sedative? (Two words for you: Judy Garland.) It was only when I started enduring semiregular involuntary all-nighters--which I knew were all-nighters, because I got out of bed and sat upright through them, trying to read or watch TV--that I capitulated. I couldn't continue to stumble brokenly through the world after nights of virtually no sleep.

I hated Ambien. One of the dangers with this strange drug is that you may do freaky things at 4 a.m. without remembering, like making a stack of peanut-butter sandwiches and eating them. That didn't happen to me (I don't think?), but the drug made me squirrelly and tearful. I stopped taking it. My sleep went back to its usual syncopated disaster.

In Sleepless: A Memoir of Insomnia, Marie Darrieussecq lists the thinkers and artists who have pondered the brutality of sleeplessness, and they're distinguished company: Duras, Gide, Pavese, Sontag, Plath, Dostoyevsky, Murakami, Borges, Kafka. (Especially Kafka, whom she calls literature's "patron saint" of insomniacs. "Dread of night," he wrote. "Dread of not-night.") Not to mention F. Scott Fitzgerald, whose sleeplessness was triggered by a single night of warfare with a mosquito.

But there was sadly no way to interpret my sleeplessness as a nocturnal manifestation of tortured genius or artistic brilliance. It felt as though I'd been poisoned. It was that arbitrary, that abrupt. When my insomnia started, the experience wasn't just context-free; it was content-free. People would ask what I was thinking while lying wide awake at 4 a.m., and my answer was: nothing. My mind whistled like a conch shell.

But over time I did start thinking--or worrying, I should say, and then perseverating, and then outright panicking. At first, songs would whip through my head, and I couldn't get the orchestra to pack up and go home. Then I started to fear the evening, going to bed too early in order to give myself extra runway to zonk out. (This, I now know, is a typical amateur's move and a horrible idea, because the bed transforms from a zone of security into a zone of torment, and anyway, that's not how the circadian clock works.) Now I would have conscious thoughts when I couldn't fall asleep, which can basically be summarized as insomnia math: Why am I not falling asleep Dear God let me fall asleep Oh my God I only have four hours left to fall asleep oh my God now I only have three oh my God now two oh my God now just one.

"The insomniac is not so much in dialogue with sleep," Darrieussecq writes, "as with the apocalypse."

I would shortly discover that this cycle was textbook insomnia perdition: a fear of sleep loss that itself causes sleep loss that in turn generates an even greater fear of sleep loss that in turn generates even more sleep loss ... until the next thing you know, you're in an insomnia galaxy spiral, with a dark behavioral and psychological (and sometimes neurobiological) life of its own.

I couldn't recapture my nights. Something that once came so naturally now seemed as impossible as flying. How on earth could this have happened? To this day, whenever I think about it, I still can't believe it did.

In light of my tortured history with the subject, you can perhaps see why I generally loathe stories about sleep. What they're usually about is the dangers of sleep loss, not sleep itself, and as a now-inveterate insomniac, I've already got a multivolume fright compendium in my head of all the terrible things that can happen when sleep eludes you or you elude it. You will die of a heart attack or a stroke. You will become cognitively compromised and possibly dement. Your weight will climb, your mood will collapse, the ramparts of your immune system will crumble. If you rely on medication for relief, you're doing your disorder all wrong--you're getting the wrong kind of sleep, an unnatural sleep, and addiction surely awaits; heaven help you and that horse of Xanax you rode in on.

It should go without saying that for some of us, knowledge is not power. It's just more kindling.

The cultural discussions around sleep would be a lot easier if the tone weren't quite so hectoring--or so smug. A case in point: In 2019, the neuroscientist Matthew Walker, the author of Why We Sleep, gave a TED Talk that began with a cheerful disquisition about testicles. They are, apparently, "significantly smaller" in men who sleep five hours a night rather than seven or more, and that two-hour difference means lower testosterone levels too, equivalent to those of someone 10 years their senior. The consequences of short sleep for women's reproductive systems are similarly dire.

"This," Walker says just 54 seconds in, "is the best news that I have for you today."

He makes good on his promise. What follows is the old medley of familiars, with added verses about inflammation, suicide, cancer. Walker's sole recommendation at the end of his sermon is the catechism that so many insomniacs--or casual media consumers, for that matter--can recite: Sleep in a cool room, keep your bedtimes and wake-up times regular, avoid alcohol and caffeine. Also, don't nap.

I will now say about Walker:

1. His book is in many ways quite wonderful--erudite and wide-ranging and written with a flaring energy when it isn't excessively pleased with itself.

2. Both Why We Sleep and Walker's TED Talk focus on sleep deprivation, not insomnia, with the implicit and sometimes explicit assumption that too many people choose to blow off sleep in favor of work or life's various seductions.

If public awareness is Walker's goal (certainly a virtuous one), he and his fellow researchers have done a very good job in recent years, with the enthusiastic assistance of my media colleagues, who clearly find stories about the hazards of sleep deprivation irresistible. (In the wine-dark sea of internet content, they're click sirens.) Walker's TED Talk has been viewed nearly 24 million times. "For years, we were fighting against 'I'll sleep when I'm dead,' " Aric Prather, the director of the behavioral-sleep-medicine research program at UC San Francisco, told me. "Now the messaging that sleep is a fundamental pillar of human health has really sunk in."

Yet greater awareness of sleep deprivation's consequences hasn't translated into a better-rested populace. Data from the CDC show that the proportion of Americans reporting insufficient sleep held constant from 2013 through 2022, at roughly 35 percent. (From 2020 to 2022, as anxiety about the pandemic eased, the percentage actually climbed.)

So here's the first question I have: In 2025, exactly how much of our "sleep opportunity," as the experts call it, is under our control?

According to the most recent government data, 16.4 percent of American employees work nonstandard hours. (Their health suffers in every category--the World Health Organization now describes night-shift work as "probably carcinogenic.") Adolescents live in a perpetual smog of sleep deprivation because they're forced to rise far too early for school (researchers call their plight "social jet lag"); young mothers and fathers live in a smog of sleep deprivation because they're forced to rise far too early (or erratically) for their kids; adults caring for aging parents lose sleep too. The chronically ill frequently can't sleep. Same with some who suffer from mental illness, and many veterans, and many active-duty military members, and menopausal women, and perimenopausal women, and the elderly, the precariat, the poor.

"Sleep opportunity is not evenly distributed across the population," Prather noted, and he suspects that this contributes to health disparities by class. In 2020, the National Center for Health Statistics found that the poorer Americans were, the greater their likelihood of reporting difficulty falling asleep. If you look at the CDC map of the United States' most sleep-deprived communities, you'll see that they loop straight through the Southeast and Appalachia. Black and Hispanic Americans also consistently report sleeping less, especially Black women.

Even for people who aren't contending with certain immutables, the cadences of modern life have proved inimical to sleep. Widespread electrification laid waste to our circadian rhythms 100 years ago, when they lost any basic correspondence with the sun; now, compounding matters, we're contending with the currents of a wired world. For white-collar professionals, it's hard to imagine a job without the woodpecker incursions of email or weekend and late-night work. It's hard to imagine news consumption, or even ordinary communication, without the overstimulating use of phones and computers. It's hard to imagine children eschewing social media when it's how so many of them socialize, often into the night, which means blue-light exposure, which means the suppression of melatonin. (Melatonin suppression obviously applies to adults too--it's hardly like we're avatars of discipline when it comes to screen time in bed.)

Most of us can certainly do more to improve or reclaim our sleep. But behavioral change is difficult, as anyone who's vowed to lose weight can attest. And when the conversation around sleep shifts the onus to the individual--which, let's face it, is the American way (we shift the burden of child care to the individual, we shift the burden of health care to the individual)--we sidestep the fact that the public and private sectors alike are barely doing a thing to address what is essentially a national health emergency.

Given that we've decided that an adequate night's rest is a matter of individual will, I now have a second question: How are we to discuss those who are suffering not just from inadequate sleep, but from something far more severe? Are we to lecture them in the same menacing, moralizing way? If the burden of getting enough sleep is on us, should we consider chronic insomniacs--for whom sleep is a nightly gladiatorial struggle--the biggest failures in the armies of the underslept?

Those who can't sleep suffer a great deal more than those gifted with sleep will ever know. Yet insomniacs frequently feel shame about the solutions they've sought for relief--namely, medication--likely because they can detect a subtle, judgmental undertone about this decision, even from their loved ones. Resorting to drugs means they are lazy, refusing to do simple things that might ease their passage into unconsciousness. It means they are neurotic, requiring pills to transport them into a natural state that every other animal on Earth finds without aid.

Might I suggest that these views are unenlightened? "In some respects, chronic insomnia is similar to where depression was in the past. We'd say, 'Major depression' and people would say, 'Everybody gets down now and then,' " John Winkelman, a psychiatrist in the sleep-medicine division at Harvard Medical School, said at a panel I attended last summer. Darrieussecq, the author of Sleepless, puts it more bluntly: " 'I didn't sleep all night,' sleepers say to insomniacs, who feel like replying that they haven't slept all their life."

The fact is, at least 12 percent of the U.S. population suffers from insomnia as an obdurate condition. Among Millennials, the number pops up to 15 percent. And 30 to 35 percent of Americans suffer from some of insomnia's various symptoms--trouble falling asleep, trouble staying asleep, or waking too early--at least temporarily. In 2024, there were more than 2,500 sleep-disorder centers in the U.S. accredited by the American Academy of Sleep Medicine. Prather told me the wait time to get into his sleep clinic at UCSF is currently a year. "That's better than it used to be," he added. "Until a few months ago, our waitlist was closed. We couldn't fathom giving someone a date."

So what I'm hoping to do here is not write yet another reproachful story about sleep, plump with misunderstandings and myths. Fixing sleep--obtaining sleep--is a tricky business. The work it involves and painful choices it entails deserve nuanced examination. Contrary to what you might have read, our dreams are seldom in black and white.


Armando Veve



Whenever I interviewed a clinician, psychiatrist, neuroscientist, or any other kind of expert for this story, I almost always opened with the same question: What dogma about sleep do you think most deserves to be questioned?

The most frequent answer, by a long chalk, is that we need eight hours of it. A fair number of studies, it turns out, show that mortality rates are lowest if a person gets roughly seven hours. Daniel F. Kripke, a psychiatrist at UC San Diego, published the most famous of these analyses in 2002, parsing a sample of 1.1 million individuals and concluding that those who reported more than eight hours of sleep a night experienced significantly increased mortality rates. According to Kripke's work, the optimal sleep range was a mere 6.5 to 7.4 hours.

These numbers shouldn't be taken as gospel. The relationship between sleep duration and health outcomes is a devil's knot, though Kripke did his best to control for the usual confounds--age, sex, body-mass index. But he could not control for the factors he did not know. Perhaps many of the individuals who slept eight hours or more were doing so because they had an undetected illness, or an illness of greater severity than they'd realized, or other conditions Kripke hadn't accounted for. The study was also observational, not randomized.

But even if they don't buy Kripke's data, sleep experts don't necessarily believe that eight hours of sleep has some kind of mystical significance. Methodologically speaking, it's hard to determine how much sleep, on average, best suits us, and let's not forget the obvious: Sleep needs--and abilities--vary over the course of a lifetime, and from individual to individual. (There's even an extremely rare species of people, known as "natural short sleepers," associated with a handful of genes, who require only four to six hours a night. They tear through the world as if fired from a cannon.) Yet eight hours of sleep or else remains one of our culture's most stubborn shibboleths, and an utter tyranny for many adults, particularly older ones.

"We have people coming into our insomnia clinic saying 'I'm not sleeping eight hours' when they're 70 years of age," Michael R. Irwin, a psychoneurologist at UCLA, told me. "And the average sleep in that population is less than seven hours. They attribute all kinds of things to an absence of sleep--decrements in cognitive performance and vitality, higher levels of fatigue--when often that's not the case. I mean, people get older, and the drive to sleep decreases as people age."

Another declaration I was delighted to hear: The tips one commonly reads to get better sleep are as insipid as they sound. "Making sure that your bedroom is cool and comfortable, your bed is soft, you have a new mattress and a nice pillow--it's unusual that those things are really the culprit," Eric Nofzinger, the former director of the sleep neuroimaging program at the University of Pittsburgh's medical school, told me. "Most people self-regulate anyway. If they're cold, they put on an extra blanket. If they're too warm, they throw off the blanket."

"Truthfully, there's not a lot of data supporting those tips," Suzanne Bertisch, a behavioral-sleep-medicine expert at Brigham and Women's Hospital, in Boston, told me. That includes the proscription on naps, she added, quite commonly issued in her world. (In general, the research on naps suggests that short ones have beneficial outcomes and long ones have negative outcomes, but as always, cause and effect are difficult to disentangle: An underlying health condition could be driving those long naps.)

Even when they weren't deliberately debunking the conventional wisdom about sleep, many of the scholars I spoke with mentioned--sometimes practically as an aside--facts that surprised or calmed. For instance: Many of us night owls have heard that the weather forecast for our old age is ... well, cloudy, to be honest, with a late-afternoon chance of keeling over. According to one large analysis, we have a 10 percent increase in all-cause mortality over morning larks. But Jeanne Duffy, a neuroscientist distinguished for her expertise in human circadian rhythms at Brigham and Women's, told me she suspected that this was mainly because most night owls, like most people, are obliged to rise early for their job.

So wait, I said. Was she implying that if night owls could contrive work-arounds to suit their biological inclination to go to bed late, the news probably wouldn't be as grim?

"Yes," she replied.

A subsequent study showed that the owl-lark mortality differential dwindled to nil when the authors controlled for lifestyle. Apparently owls are more apt to smoke, and to drink more. So if you're an owl who's repelled by Marlboros and Jameson, you're fine.

Kelly Glazer Baron, the director of the behavioral-sleep-medicine program at the University of Utah, told me that she'd love it if patients stopped agonizing over the length of their individual sleep phases. I didn't get enough deep sleep, they fret, thrusting their Apple Watch at her. I didn't get enough REM. And yes, she said, insufficiencies in REM or slow-wave sleep can be a problem, especially if they reflect an underlying health issue. But clinics don't look solely at sleep architecture when evaluating their patients.

"I often will show them my own data," Baron said. "It always shows I don't have that much deep sleep, which I find so weird, because I'm a healthy middle-aged woman." In 2017, after observing these anxieties for years, Baron coined a term for sleep neuroticism brought about by wearables: orthosomnia.

But most surprising--to me, anyway--was what I heard about insomnia and the black dog. "There are far more studies indicating that insomnia causes depression than depression causes insomnia," said Wilfred Pigeon, the director of the Sleep & Neurophysiology Research Laboratory at the University of Rochester. Which is not to say, he added, that depression can't or doesn't cause insomnia. These forces, in the parlance of health professionals, tend to be "bidirectional."

But I can't tell you how vindicating I found the idea that perhaps my own insomnia came first. A couple of years into my struggles with sleeplessness, a brilliant psychopharmacologist told me that my new condition had to be an episode of depression in disguise. And part of me thought, Sure, why not? A soundtrack of melancholy had been playing at a low hum inside my head from the time I was 10.

The thing was: I became outrageously depressed only after my insomnia began. That's when that low hum started to blare at a higher volume. Until I stopped sleeping, I never suffered from any sadness so crippling that it prevented me from experiencing joy. It never impeded my ability to socialize or travel. It never once made me contemplate antidepressants. And it most certainly never got in the way of my sleeping. The precipitating factor in my own brutal insomnia was, and remains, an infuriating mystery.

Sleep professionals, I have learned, drink a lot of coffee. That was the first thing I noticed when I attended SLEEP 2024, the annual conference of the American Academy of Sleep Medicine, in Houston: coffee, oceans of it, spilling from silver urns, especially at the industry trade show. Wandering through it was a dizzying experience, a sprawling testament to the scale and skyscraping profit margins of Big Sleep. More than 150 exhibitors showed up. Sheep swag abounded. Drug reps were everywhere, their aggression tautly disguised behind android smiles, the meds they hawked called the usual names that look like high-value Scrabble words.

I've never understood this branding strategy, honestly. If you want your customers to believe they're falling into a gentle, natural sleep, you should probably think twice before calling your drug Quviviq.

I walked through the cavernous hall in a daze. It was overwhelming, really--the spidery gizmos affixed to armies of mannequins, the Times Square-style digital billboards screaming about the latest in sleep technology.

At some point it occurred to me that the noisy, overbusy, fluorescent quality of this product spectacular reminded me of the last place on Earth a person with a sleep disorder should be: a casino. The room was practically sunless. I saw very few clocks. After I spent an afternoon there, my circadian rhythms were shot to hell.

But the conference itself ...! Extraordinary, covering miles of ground. I went to one symposium about "sleep deserts," another about the genetics of sleep disturbance, and yet another about sleep and menopause. I walked into a colloquy about sleep and screens and had to take a seat on the floor because the room was bursting like a suitcase. Of most interest to me, though, were two panels, which I'll shortly discuss: one about how to treat patients with anxiety from new-onset insomnia, and one on whether hypnotics are addictive.

My final stop at the trade fair was the alley of beauty products--relevant, I presume, because they address the aesthetic toll of sleep deprivation. Within five minutes, an energetic young salesman made a beeline for me, clearly having noticed that I was a woman of a certain age. He gushed about a $2,500 infrared laser to goose collagen production and a $199 medical-grade peptide serum that ordinarily retails for $1,100. I told him I'd try the serum. "Cheaper than Botox, and it does the same thing," he said approvingly, applying it to the crow's-feet around my eyes.

I stared in the mirror. Holy shit. The stuff was amazing.

"I'll take it," I told him.

He was delighted. He handed me a box. The serum came in a gold syringe.

"You're a doctor, right?"

A beat.

"No," I finally said. "A journalist. Can only a dermatologist--"

He told me it was fine; it's just that doctors were his main customers. This was the sort of product women like me usually had to get from them. I walked away elated but queasy, feeling like a creep who'd evaded a background check by purchasing a Glock at a gun show.

The first line of treatment for chronic, intractable sleeplessness, per the American Academy of Sleep Medicine, is cognitive behavioral therapy for insomnia, or CBT-I. I've tried it, in earnest, at two different points in my life. It generally involves six to eight sessions and includes, at minimum: identifying the patient's sleep-wake patterns (through charts, diaries, wearables); "stimulus control" (setting consistent bedtimes and wake-up times, resisting the urge to stare at the clock, delinking the bed from anything other than sleep and sex); establishing good sleep habits (the stuff of every listicle); "sleep restriction" (compressing your sleep schedule, then slowly expanding it over time); and "cognitive restructuring," or changing unhealthy thoughts about sleep.

The cognitive-restructuring component is the most psychologically paradoxical. It means taking every terrifying thing you've ever learned about the consequences of sleeplessness and pretending you've never heard them.

I pointed this out to Wilfred Pigeon. "For the medically anxious, it's tough," he agreed. "We're trying to tell patients two things at the same time: 'You really need to get your sleep on track, or you will have a heart attack five years earlier than you otherwise would.' But also: 'Stop worrying about your sleep so much, because it's contributing to your not being able to sleep.' And they're both true!"

Okay, I said. But if an insomniac crawls into your clinic after many years of not sleeping (he says people tend to wait about a decade), wouldn't they immediately see that these two messages live in tension with each other? And dwell only on the heart attack?

"I tell the patient their past insomnia is water under the bridge," Pigeon said. "We're trying to erase the added risks that ongoing chronic insomnia will have. Just because a person has smoked for 20 years doesn't mean they should keep smoking."

He's absolutely right. But I'm not entirely convinced that these incentives make the cognitive dissonance of CBT-I go away. When Sara Nowakowski, a CBT-I specialist at Baylor College of Medicine, gave her presentation at SLEEP 2024's panel on anxiety and new-onset insomnia, she said that many of her patients start reciting the grim data from their Fitbits and talking about dementia.

That's likely because they've read the studies. Rapid-eye-movement (REM) sleep, that vivid-dream stage when our eyes race beneath our eyelids like mice under a blanket, is essential to emotional regulation and problem-solving. Slow-wave sleep, our deepest sleep, is essential for repairing our cells, shoring up our immune systems, and rinsing toxins from our brains, thanks to a watery complex of micro-canals called the glymphatic system. We repair our muscles when we sleep. We restore our hearts. We consolidate memories and process knowledge, embedding important facts and disposing of trivial ones. We actually learn when we're asleep.

Many insomniacs know all too well how nonnegotiably vital sleep is, and what the disastrous consequences are if you don't get it. I think of the daredevil experiment that Nathaniel Kleitman, the father of sleep research, informally conducted as a graduate student in 1922, enlisting five classmates to join him in seeing how long they could stay awake. He lasted the longest--a staggering 115 hours--but at a terrible price, temporarily going mad with exhaustion, arguing on the fifth day with an imaginary foe about the need for organized labor. And I think of Allan Rechtschaffen, another pioneer in the field, who in 1989 had the fiendish idea to place rats on a spinning mechanism that forced them to stay awake if they didn't want to drown. They eventually dropped dead.

So these are the kinds of facts a person doing CBT-I has to ignore.

Still. Whether a patient's terrors concern the present or the future, it is the job of any good CBT-I practitioner to help fact-check or right-size them through Socratic questioning. During her panel at SLEEP 2024, Nowakowski gave very relatable examples:

When you're struggling to fall asleep, what are you most worried will happen?

I'll lose my job/scream at my kids/detonate my relationship/never be able to sleep again. 

And what's the probability of your not falling asleep?

I don't sleep most nights. 

And the probability of not functioning at work or yelling at the kids if you don't?

Ninety percent.

She then tells her patients to go read their own sleep diary, which she's instructed them to keep from the start. The numbers seldom confirm they're right, because humans are monsters of misprediction. Her job is to get her patients to start decatastrophizing, which includes what she calls the "So what?" method: So what if you have a bad day at work or at home? You've had others. Will it be the end of the world? (When my second CBT-I therapist asked me this, I silently thought, Yes, because when I'm dangling at the end of my rope, I just spin more.) CBT-I addresses anxiety about not sleeping, which tends to be the real force that keeps insomnia airborne, regardless of what lofted it. The pre-sleep freaking out, the compulsive clock-watching, the bargaining, the middle-of-the-night doom-prophesizing, the despairing--CBT-I attempts to snip that loop. The patient actively learns new behaviors and attitudes to put an end to their misery.

But the main anchor of CBT-I is sleep-restriction therapy. I tried it back when I was 29, when I dragged my wasted self into a sleep clinic in New York; I've tried it once since. I couldn't stick with it either time.

The concept is simple: You severely limit your time in bed, paring away every fretful, superfluous minute you'd otherwise be awake. If you discover from a week's worth of sleep-diary entries (or your wearable) that you spend eight hours buried in your duvet but sleep for only five of them, you consolidate those splintered hours into one bloc of five, setting the same wake-up time every day and going to bed a mere five hours before. Once you've averaged sleeping those five hours for a few days straight, you reward your body by going to bed 15 minutes earlier. If you achieve success for a few days more, you add another 15 minutes. And then another ... until you're up to whatever the magic number is for you.

No napping. The idea is to build up enough "sleep pressure" to force your body to collapse in surrender.

Sleep restriction can be a wonderful method. But if you have severe insomnia, the idea of reducing your sleep time is petrifying. Technically, I suppose, you're not really reducing your sleep time; you're just consolidating it. But practically speaking, you are reducing your sleep, at least in the beginning, because dysregulated sleep isn't an accordion, obligingly contracting itself into a case. Contracting it takes time, or at least it did for me. The process was murder.

"If you get people to really work their way through it--and sometimes that takes holding people's hands--it ends up being more effective than a pill," Ronald Kessler, a renowned psychiatric epidemiologist at Harvard, told me when I asked him about CBT-I. The problem is the formidable size of that if. "CBT-I takes a lot more work than taking a pill. So a lot of people drop out."

They do. One study I perused had an attrition rate of 40 percent.

Twenty-six years ago, I, too, joined the legions of the quitters. In hindsight, my error was my insistence on trying this grueling regimen without a benzodiazepine (Valium, Ativan, Xanax), though my doctor had recommended that I start one. But I was still afraid of drugs in those days, and I was still in denial that I'd become hostage to my own brain's terrorism. I was sure that I still had the power to negotiate. Competence had until that moment defined my whole life. I persuaded the doctor to let me try without drugs.

As she'd predicted, I failed. The graphs in my sleep diary looked like volatile weeks on the stock exchange.

For the first time ever, I did need an antidepressant. The doctor wrote me a prescription for Paxil and a bottle of Xanax to use until I got up to cruising altitude--all SSRIs take a while to kick in.

I didn't try sleep restriction again until many years later. Paxil sufficed during that time; it made me almost stupid with drowsiness. I was sleepy at night and vague during the day. I needed Xanax for only a couple of weeks, which was just as well, because I didn't much care for it. The doctor had prescribed too powerful a dose, though it was the smallest one. I was such a rookie with drugs in those days that it never occurred to me I could just snap the pill in half.

Have I oversimplified the story of my insomnia? Probably. At the top of the SLEEP 2024 panel about anxiety and new-onset insomnia, Leisha Cuddihy, a director at large for the Society of Behavioral Sleep Medicine, said something that made me wince--namely, that her patients "have a very vivid perception of pre-insomnia sleep being literally perfect: 'I've never had a bad night of sleep before now.' "

Okay, guilty as charged. While it's true that I'd slept brilliantly (and I stand by this, brilliantly) in the 16 years before I first sought help, I was the last kid to fall asleep at slumber parties when I was little. Cuddihy also said that many of her patients declare they're certain, implacably certain, that they are unfixable. "They feel like something broke," she said.

Which is what I wrote just a few pages back. Poisoned, broke, same thing.

By the time Cuddihy finished speaking, I had to face an uncomfortable truth: I was a standard-issue sleep-clinic zombie.

But when patients say they feel like something broke inside their head, they aren't necessarily wrong. An insomniac's brain does change in neurobiological ways.

"There is something in the neurons that's changing during sleep in patients with significant sleep disruptions," said Eric Nofzinger, who, while at the University of Pittsburgh, had one of the world's largest databases of brain-imaging studies of sleeping human beings. "If you're laying down a memory, then that circuitry is hardwired for that memory. So one can imagine that if your brain is doing this night after night ..."

We know that the hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal axis, our body's first responder to stress, is overactivated in the chronically underslept. If the insomniac suffers from depression, their REM phase tends to be longer and more "dense," with the limbic system (the amygdala, the hippocampus--where our primal drives are housed) going wild, roaring its terrible roars and gnashing its terrible teeth. (You can imagine how this would also make depressives subconsciously less motivated to sleep--who wants to face their Gorgon dreams?) Insomniacs suffering from anxiety experience this problem too, though to a lesser degree; it's their deep sleep that's mainly affected, slimming down and shallowing out.

And in all insomniacs, throughout the night, the arousal centers of the brain keep clattering away, as does the prefrontal cortex (in charge of planning, decision making), whereas in regular sleepers, these buzzing regions go offline. "So when someone with insomnia wakes up the next morning and says, 'I don't think I slept at all last night,' in some respects, that's true," Nofzinger told me. "Because the parts of the brain that should have been resting did not."

And why didn't they rest? The insomniac can't say. The insomniac feels at once responsible and helpless when it comes to their misery: I must be to blame. But I can't be to blame. The feeling that sleeplessness is happening to you, not something you're doing to yourself, sends you on a quest for nonpsychological explanations: Lots of physiological conditions can cause sleep disturbances, can't they? Obstructive sleep apnea, for instance, which afflicts nearly 30 million Americans. Many autoimmune diseases, too. At one point, I'll confess that I started asking the researchers I spoke with whether insomnia itself could be an autoimmune disorder, because that's what it feels like to me--as if my brain is going after itself with brickbats.

"Narcolepsy appears to be an example of a sleep disorder involving the immune system," Andrew Krystal, a psychiatrist specializing in sleep disorders at UCSF, told me.

What? I said. Really?

Really, he replied. "There are few things I know of," he said, "that are as complicated as the mammalian immune system."

But insomnia-as-autoimmune-disorder is only a wisp of a theory, a wish of a theory, nothing more. In her memoir, The Shapeless Unease: A Year of Not Sleeping, the novelist Samantha Harvey casts around for a physiological explanation, too. But after she completes a battery of tests, the results come back normal, pointing to "what I already know," she writes, "which is that my sleeplessness is psychological. I must carry on being the archaeologist of myself, digging around, seeing if I can excavate the problem and with it the solution--when in truth I am afraid of myself, not of what I might uncover, but of managing to uncover nothing."


Armando Veve



I didn't tolerate my Paxil brain for long. I weaned myself off, returned to normal for a few months, and assumed that my sleeplessness had been a freak event, like one of those earthquakes in a city that never has them. But then my sleep started to slip away again, and by age 31, I couldn't recapture it without chemical assistance. Prozac worked for years on its own, but it blew out whatever circuit in my brain generates metaphors. When I turned to the antidepressants that kept the electricity flowing, I needed sleep medication too--proving, to my mind, that melancholy couldn't have been the mother of my sleep troubles, but the lasting result of them. I've used the lowest dose of Klonopin to complement my SSRIs for years. In times of acute stress, I need a gabapentin or a Unisom too.

Unisom is fine. Gabapentin also turns my mind into an empty prairie.

Edibles, which I've also tried, turn my brain to porridge the next day. Some evidence suggests that cannabis works as a sleep aid, but more research, evidently, is required. (Sorry.)

Which brings me to the subject of drugs. I come neither to praise nor to bury them. But I do come to reframe the discussion around them, inspired by what a number of researcher-clinicians said about hypnotics and addiction during the SLEEP 2024 panel on the subject. They started with a simple question: How do you define addiction?

It's true that many of the people who have taken sleep medications for months or years rely on them. Without them, the majority wouldn't sleep, at least in the beginning, and a good many would experience rebound insomnia if they didn't wean properly, which can be even worse. One could argue that this dependence is tantamount to addiction.

But: We don't say people are addicted to their hypertension medication or statins, though we know that in certain instances lifestyle changes could obviate the need for either one. We don't say people are addicted to their miracle GLP-1 agonists just because they could theoretically diet and exercise to lose weight. We agree that they need them. They're on Lasix. On Lipitor. On Ozempic. Not addicted to.

Yet we still think of sleep medications as "drugs," a word that in this case carries a whiff of stigma--partly because mental illness still carries a stigma, but also because sleep medications legitimately do have the potential for recreational use and abuse.

But is that what most people who suffer from sleep troubles are doing? Using their Sonata or Ativan for fun?

"If you see a patient who's been taking medication for a long time," Tom Roth, the founder of the Sleep Disorders and Research Center at Henry Ford Hospital, said during the panel, "you have to think, 'Are they drug-seeking or therapy-seeking ?' " The overwhelming majority, he and other panelists noted, are taking their prescription drugs for relief, not kicks. They may depend on them, but they're not abusing them--by taking them during the day, say, or for purposes other than sleep.

Still, let's posit that many long-term users of sleep medication do become dependent. Now let's consider another phenomenon commonly associated with reliance on sleep meds: You enter Garland and Hendrix territory in a hurry. First you need one pill, then you need two; eventually you need a fistful with a fifth of gin.

Yet a 2024 cohort study, which involved nearly 1 million Danes who used benzodiazepines long-term, found that of those who used them for three years or more--67,398 people, to be exact--only 7 percent exceeded their recommended dose.

Not a trivial number, certainly, if you're staring across an entire population. But if you're evaluating the risk of taking a hypnotic as an individual, you'd be correct to assume that your odds of dose escalation are pretty low.

That there's a difference between abuse and dependence, that dependence doesn't mean a mad chase for more milligrams, that people depend on drugs for a variety of other naturally reversible conditions and don't suffer any stigma--these nuances matter.

"Using something where the benefits outweigh the side effects certainly is not addiction," Winkelman, the Harvard psychiatrist and chair of the panel, told me when we spoke a few months later. "I call that treatment."

The problem, he told me, is when the benefits stop outweighing the downsides. "Let's say the medication loses efficacy over time." Right. That 7 percent. And over-the-counter sleep meds, whose active component is usually diphenhydramine (more commonly known as Benadryl), are potentially even more likely to lose their efficacy--the American Academy of Sleep Medicine advises against them. "And let's say you did stop your medication," Winkelman continued. "Your sleep could be worse than it was before you started it," at least for a while. "People should know about that risk."

A small but even more hazardous risk: a seizure, for those who abruptly stop taking high doses of benzodiazepines after they've been on them for a long period of time. The likelihood is low--the exact percentage is almost impossible to ascertain--but any risk of a seizure is worth knowing about. "And are you comfortable with the idea that the drug could irrevocably be changing your brain?" Winkelman asked. "The brain is a machine, and you're exposing it to the repetitive stimulus of the drug." Then again, he pointed out, you know what else is a repetitive stimulus? Insomnia.

"So should these things even be considered a part of an addiction?" he asked. "At what point does a treatment become an addiction? I don't know."

Calvinist about sleep meds, blase about sleep meds--whatever you are, the fact remains: We're a nation that likes them. According to a 2020 report from the National Center for Health Statistics, 8.4 percent of Americans take sleep medications most nights or every night, and an additional 10 percent take them on some. Part of the reason medication remains so popular is that it's easy for doctors to prescribe a pill and give a patient immediate relief, which is often what patients are looking for, especially if they're in extremis or need some assistance through a rough stretch. CBT-I, as Ronald Kessler noted, takes time to work. Pills don't.

But another reason, as Suzanne Bertisch pointed out during the addiction-and-insomnia-meds panel, is that "primary-care physicians don't even know what CBT-I is. This is a failure of our field."

Even if general practitioners did know about CBT-I, too few therapists are trained in it, and those who are tend to have fully saturated schedules. The military, unsurprisingly, has tried to work around this problem (sleep being crucial to soldiers, sedatives being contraindicated in warfare) with CBT-I via video as well as an online program, both shown to be efficacious. But most of us are not in the Army. And while some hospitals, private companies, and the military have developed apps for CBT-I too, most people don't know about them.

For years, medication has worked for me. I've stopped beating myself up about it. If the only side effect I'm experiencing from taking 0.5 milligrams of Klonopin is being dependent on 0.5 milligrams of Klonopin, is that really such a problem?

There's been a lot of confusing noise about sleep medication over the years. "Weak science, alarming FDA black-box warnings, and media reporting have fueled an anti-benzodiazepine movement," says an editorial in the March 2024 issue of The American Journal of Psychiatry. "This has created an atmosphere of fear and stigma among patients, many of whom can benefit from such medications."

A case in point: For a long time, the public believed that benzodiazepines dramatically increased the risk of Alzheimer's disease, thanks to a 2014 study in the British Medical Journal that got the usual five-alarm-fire treatment by the media. Then, two years later, another study came along, also in the British Medical Journal, saying, Never mind, nothing to see here, folks; there appears to be no causal relationship we can discern.

That study may one day prove problematic, too. But the point is: More work needs to be done.

A different paper, however--again by Daniel Kripke, the fellow who argued that seven hours of sleep a night predicted the best health outcomes--may provide more reason for concern. In a study published in 2012, he looked at more than 10,000 people on a variety of sleep medications and found that they were several times more likely to die within 2.5 years than a matched cohort, even when controlling for a range of culprits: age, sex, alcohol use, smoking status, body-mass index, prior cancer. Those who took as few as 18 pills a year had a 3.6-fold increase. (Those who took more than 132 had a 5.3-fold one.)

John Winkelman doesn't buy it. "Really," he told me, "what makes a lot more sense is to ask, 'Why did people take these medications in the first place?' " And for what it's worth, a 2023 study funded by the National Institute on Drug Abuse and published in the Journal of the American Medical Association found that people on stable, long-term doses of a benzodiazepine who go off their medication have worse mortality rates in the following 12 months than those who stay on it. So maybe you're damned if you do, damned if you don't.

Still, I take Kripke's study seriously. Because ... well, Christ, I don't know. Emotional reasons? Because other esteemed thinkers still think there's something to it?

In my own case, the most compelling reasons to get off medication are the more mundane ones: the scratchy little cognitive impairments it can cause during the day, the risk of falls as you get older. (I should correct myself here: Falling when you're older has the potential to be not mundane, but very bad.) Medications can also cause problems with memory as one ages, even if they don't cause Alzheimer's, and the garden-variety brain termites of middle and old age are bummer enough.

And maybe most generally: Why have a drug in your system if you can learn to live without it?

My suspicion is that most people who rely on sleep drugs would prefer natural sleep.

So yes: I'd love to one day make a third run at CBT-I, with the hope of weaning off my medication, even if it means going through a hell spell of double exhaustion. CBT-I is a skill, something I could hopefully deploy for the rest of my life. Something I can't accidentally leave on my bedside table.

Some part of me, the one that's made of pessimism, is convinced that it won't work no matter how long I stick with it. But Michael Irwin, at UCLA, told me something reassuring: His research suggests that if you have trouble with insomnia or difficulty maintaining your sleep, mindfulness meditation while lying in bed can be just as effective as climbing out of bed, sitting in a chair, and waiting until you're tired enough to crawl back in--a pillar of CBT-I, and one that I absolutely despise. I do it sometimes, because I know I should, but it's lonely and freezing, a form of banishment.

And if CBT-I doesn't work, Michael Grandner, the director of the sleep-and-health-research program at the University of Arizona, laid out an alternative at SLEEP 2024: acceptance and commitment therapy, or ACT. The basic idea is exactly what the name suggests. You accept your lot. You change exactly nothing. If you can't sleep, or you can't sleep enough, or you can sleep only in a broken line, you say, This is one of those things I can't control. (One could see how such a mantra might help a person sleep, paradoxically.) You then isolate what matters to you. Being functional the next day? Being a good parent? A good friend? If sleep is the metaphorical wall you keep ramming your head against, "is your problem the wall?" Grandner asked. "Or is your problem that you can't get beyond the wall, and is there another way?"

Because there often is another way. To be a good friend, to be a good parent, to be who and whatever it is you most value--you can live out a lot of those values without adequate sleep. "When you look at some of these things," Grandner said, "what you find is that the pain"--of not sleeping--"is actually only a small part of what is getting in the way of your life. It's really less about the pain itself and more about the suffering around the pain, and that's what we can fix."

Even as I type, I'm skeptical of this method too. My insomnia was so extreme at 29, and still can be to this day, that I'm not sure I am tough enough--or can summon enough of my inner Buddha (barely locatable on the best of days)--to transcend its pain, at once towering and a bore. But if ACT doesn't work, and if CBT-I doesn't work, and if mindfully meditating and acupuncture and neurofeedback and the zillions of other things I've tried in the past don't work on their own ... well ... I'll go back on medication.

Some people will judge me, I'm sure. What can I say? It's my life, not theirs.

I'll wrap up by talking about an extraordinary man named Thomas Wehr, once the chief of clinical psychobiology at the National Institute of Mental Health, now 83, still doing research. He was by far the most philosophical expert I spoke with, quick to find (and mull) the underlayer of whatever he was exploring. I really liked what he had to say about sleep.

You've probably read the theory somewhere--it's a media chestnut--that human beings aren't necessarily meant to sleep in one long stretch but rather in two shorter ones, with a dreamy, middle-of-the-night entr'acte. In a famous 2001 paper, the historian A. Roger Ekirch showed that people in the pre-electrified British Isles used that interregnum to read, chat, poke the fire, pray, have sex. But it was Wehr who, nearly 10 years earlier, found a biological basis for these rhythms of social life, discovering segmented sleep patterns in an experiment that exposed its participants to 14 hours of darkness each night. Their sleep split in two.

Wehr now knows firsthand what it is to sleep a divided sleep. "I think what happens as you get older," he told me last summer, "is that this natural pattern of human sleep starts intruding back into the world in which it's not welcome--the world we've created with artificial light."

There's a melancholy quality to this observation, I know. But also a beauty: Consciously or not, Wehr is reframing old age as a time of reintegration, not disintegration, a time when our natural bias for segmented sleep reasserts itself as our lives are winding down.

His findings should actually be reassuring to everyone. People of all ages pop awake in the middle of the night and have trouble going back to sleep. One associates this phenomenon with anxiety if it happens in younger people, and no doubt that's frequently the cause. But it also rhymes with what may be a natural pattern. Perhaps we're meant to wake up. Perhaps broken sleep doesn't mean our sleep is broken, because another sleep awaits.

And if we think of those middle-of-the-night awakenings as meant to be, Wehr told me, perhaps we should use them differently, as some of our forebears did when they'd wake up in the night bathed in prolactin, a hormone that kept them relaxed and serene. "They were kind of in an altered state, maybe a third state of consciousness you usually don't experience in modern life, unless you're a meditator. And they would contemplate their dreams."

Night awakenings, he went on to explain, tend to happen as we're exiting a REM cycle, when our dreams are most intense. "We're not having an experience that a lot of our ancestors had of waking up and maybe processing, or musing, or let's even say 'being informed' by dreams."

We should reclaim those moments at 3 or 4 a.m., was his view. Why not luxuriate in our dreams? "If you know you're going to fall back asleep," he said, "and if you just relax and maybe think about your dreams, that helps a lot."

This assumes one has pleasant or emotionally neutral dreams, of course. But I take his point. He was possibly explaining, unwittingly, something about his own associative habits of mind--that maybe his daytime thinking is informed by the meandering stories he tells himself while he sleeps.

The problem, unfortunately, is that the world isn't structured to accommodate a second sleep or a day informed by dreams. We live unnatural, anxious lives. Every morning, we turn on our lights, switch on our computers, grab our phones; the whir begins. For now, this strange way of being is exclusively on us to adapt to. Sleep doesn't much curve to it, nor it to sleep. For those who struggle each night (or day), praying for what should be their biologically given reprieve from the chaos, the world has proved an even harsher place.

But there are ways to improve it. Through policy, by refraining from judgment--of others, but also of ourselves. Meanwhile, I take comfort in the two hunter-gatherer tribes Wehr told me about, ones he modestly noted did not confirm his hypothesis of biphasic sleep. He couldn't remember their names, but I later looked them up: the San in Namibia and the Tsimane in Bolivia. They average less than 6.5 hours of sleep a night. And neither has a word for insomnia.



This article appears in the August 2025 print edition with the headline "American Insomnia."
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America's New Anti-Vaccine Foreign Policy

The Trump administration is ending U.S. support for immunizations abroad because of its opposition not only to foreign aid, but to vaccination itself.

by Hana Kiros




This week, Robert F. Kennedy Jr. used his address to a global vaccine summit to disparage global vaccination. The conference was organized by Gavi, the world's leading immunization program, and in a recorded speech, Kennedy accused the organization of collaborating with social-media companies to stifle dissenting views on immunization during the coronavirus pandemic and said it had "ignored the science" in its work. He criticized Gavi for recommending COVID-19 shots to pregnant women, and went deep on a discredited study that purported to find safety issues with a tetanus vaccine commonly used in the developing world. "In its zeal to promote universal vaccination," Kennedy claimed, Gavi "has neglected the key issue of vaccine safety."

Kennedy's remarks confirmed what The New York Times first reported in March: that the United States, Gavi's third-largest donor, would stop pledging money to the organization. (Congress, which has always had final say over Gavi funding, has not yet weighed in.) They are also the first indication that the U.S.'s rejection of global vaccine campaigns stems from the Trump administration's opposition not only to foreign aid, but to vaccination itself. For the first time, Kennedy has managed to use the anti-vaccine agenda to guide American foreign policy.

Gavi, at its most basic level, is Costco for immunizations, wielding its massive purchasing power to buy vaccines in bulk for cheap. National governments and private philanthropies pledge funding to it every five years. The United Kingdom and the Gates Foundation are its largest donors; the United Nations distributes the shots. The poorest countries pay 20 cents per vaccine, and prices rise along with national income. Since the partnership was launched, in January 2000, 19 countries--including Ukraine, Congo, and Guyana--have gone from relying on Gavi to paying for vaccinations entirely on their own. Indonesia, which accepted donations from Gavi as recently as 2017, pledged $30 million to the organization this funding cycle.

Gavi, by its own estimate, has saved about 19 million lives and vaccinated 1 billion children. At the conference this week, the director of the World Health Organization noted that since 2000, the number of children who die each year before they reach the age of 5 has fallen by more than half, largely due to the power of vaccines. By Gavi's estimates, the U.S. canceling its Biden-era pledge to provide $1.2 billion this donation cycle could lead to the deaths of more than 1 million children who otherwise would have lived. (The Department of Health and Human Services did not respond to a request for comment.) In his recorded remarks, Kennedy said America would not send the money until Gavi can "re-earn the public trust" by "taking vaccine safety seriously."

Cutting off millions of children's only access to routine vaccines is "the most emphatic globalization of the anti-vaxxer agenda," Lawrence Gostin, the faculty director of Georgetown's O'Neill Institute for National and Global Health Law, told me. Tom Frieden, the former director of the CDC, told me that after he heard Kennedy's remarks, "I was literally sick to my stomach," because "unscientific, irresponsible statements like this will result in the deaths of children." (The U.S. has run an international anti-vaccine campaign before: According to an investigation by Reuters, in 2020, the Pentagon unleashed bot accounts on multiple social-media platforms that impersonated Filipinos and discouraged uptake of China's Sinovac vaccine--the first COVID vaccine available in the Philippines--using a hashtag that read, in Tagalog, "China is the virus." The goal was not to combat vaccines, but to undermine China's influence.)

Read: RFK Jr. is barely even pretending anymore

Kennedy's prerecorded address held back his harshest critiques of Gavi. In his 2021 book, The Real Anthony Fauci, Kennedy paints "Bill Gates's surrogate group Gavi" (the Gates Foundation co-founded Gavi) as nothing more than a profiteering "cabal" and a facilitator of "African Genocide." To hear Kennedy tell it, "virtually all of Gates's blockbuster African and Asian vaccines--polio, DTP, hepatitis B, malaria, meningitis, HPV, and Hib--cause far more injuries and deaths than they avert."

Decades' worth of safety and efficacy studies have proved him wrong. In his remarks to Gavi this week, Kennedy focused on the DTP (diphtheria, tetanus, and pertussis) shot, describing at length a "landmark" 2017 study that found the vaccine increased all-cause mortality among girls in Guinea-Bissau. But as Frieden pointed out, this was in fact a relatively small observational study. In 2022, a randomized, double-blind, placebo-controlled trial of more than 50,000 newborns found that the DTP vaccine significantly decreased infant mortality. Frieden compared the evidence: "Hundreds of kids versus 50,000 kids. Poorly done; well done."

Kennedy made efforts to take his anti-vaccine advocacy global before he became America's health secretary. In 2021, he delivered a webinar on the importance of expanding an "international movement" for Children's Health Defense, the anti-vaccine organization he founded. In 2019, when Samoa was experiencing a major dip in measles immunization after an improperly prepared vaccine killed two children, Kennedy visited the prime minister and, on behalf of Children's Health Defense, reportedly offered to build an information system the country could use to track the health effects of vaccines and other medical interventions. When a deadly measles outbreak took hold later that year, Kennedy sent a letter to the prime minister suggesting that widespread vaccination might make unvaccinated Samoan children more likely to die of measles. (In an interview for a 2023 documentary, Kennedy said that "I had nothing to do with people not vaccinating in Samoa" and that his conversations about vaccines with the prime minister had been "limited.")

Read: The U.S. is going backwards on vaccines, very fast

Now, it seems, Kennedy has gained the power to realize his ambitions both domestically and abroad. Earlier this month, Kennedy dismissed all 17 members of the CDC's vaccine advisory committee, then replaced them with a group that includes several allies who have spread misinformation about the harms of vaccines. This week, as other countries pledged their support for Gavi, Kennedy's brand-new, handpicked panel convened for a discussion of the dangers of thimerosal, a vaccine ingredient that is a frequent target of anti-vaxxers despite having been found safe. The committee has formed a working group to review the "cumulative effect" of childhood vaccination in the United States. As Kennedy said in his address to Gavi, "Business as usual is over."
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'I'm Not Quite Sure How to Respond to This Presentation'

The discomfiting spectacle of RFK Jr.'s new vaccine-advisory committee

by Daniel Engber




Updated at 4:50 p.m. ET on June 29, 2025


The past three weeks have been auspicious for the anti-vaxxers. On June 9, Health Secretary Robert F. Kennedy Jr. purged the nation's most important panel of vaccine experts: All 17 voting members of the CDC's Advisory Committee on Immunization Practices (ACIP), which sets recommendations for the use of vaccines and determines which ones must be covered through insurance and provided free of charge to children on Medicaid, were abruptly fired. The small, ragtag crew of replacements that Kennedy appointed two days later met this week for the first time, amid lots of empty chairs in a conference room in Atlanta. They had come to talk about the safety of vaccines: to raise concerns about the data, to float hypotheses of harm, to issue findings.

The resulting spectacle was set against a backdrop of accelerating action from the secretary. On Wednesday, Kennedy terminated more than $1 billion in U.S. funding for Gavi, a global-health initiative that supports the vaccination of more than 65 million children every year. Lyn Redwood, a nurse practitioner and the former president of Children's Health Defense, the anti-vaccine organization that Kennedy used to chair, was just hired as a special government employee. (She presented at the ACIP meeting yesterday.) A recently posted scientific document on the ACIP website that underscored the safety of thimerosal, an ingredient in a small proportion of the nation's flu vaccines, had been taken down, a committee member said, because the document "was not authorized by the office of the secretary." (A spokesperson for the Department of Health and Human Services told me in an email that this document was provided to the ACIP members in their meeting briefing packets.)

What's clear enough is that, 61 years after ACIP's founding, America's vaccination policy is about to be recooked. Now we've had a glimpse inside the kitchen.

The meeting started with complaints. "Some media outlets have been very harsh on the new members of this committee," said Martin Kulldorff, a rangy Swedish biostatistician and noted COVID contrarian who is now ACIP's chair. (Kuldorff was one of the lead authors of the Great Barrington Declaration, a controversial proposal from the fall of 2020 to isolate seniors and other vulnerable people while reopening the rest of society.) In suggesting that he and Kennedy's other appointees are opposed to vaccination, Kulldorff said, journalists were misleading the public, weakening trust in public health, and fanning "the flames of vaccine hesitancy."

This was, in fact, the most pugnacious comment of the two-day meeting, which otherwise unfolded in a tone of fearmongering gentility. Robert Malone, a doctor and an infectious-diseases researcher who has embraced the "anti-vaccine" label and published a conspiracy-theory-laden book that details government psyops against the American people, was unfailingly polite in his frequent intimations about the safety of vaccines, often thanking CDC staff for their hard work and lucid presentations. With his thick white beard, calm affect, and soldierly diction--Malone ended many of his comments by saying "Over" into the microphone--he presented less as a firebrand than as, say, the commanding officer of a submarine.

When Malone alluded to the worry, for example, that spike proteins from the mRNA-based COVID vaccines linger in the body following injection, he did so in respectful, even deferential, language, suggesting that the public would benefit from greater study of possible "delayed effects" of immune-system activation. The CDC's traditional approach--its "world-leading, rigorous" one, he clarified--might be improved by examining this question. A subject-matter expert responded that the CDC has been keeping tabs on real-world safety data on those vaccines for nearly five years, and has not detected any signs of long-term harm.

Later, Malone implied that COVID or its treatments might have, through some unspecified, bank-shot mechanism, left the U.S. population more susceptible to other illnesses. There was a "paradoxical, sudden decrease" in flu cases in 2020 and 2021, he noted, followed by a trend of worsening harm. A CDC staffer pointed out that the decrease in flu during those years was not, in fact, a paradox; well-documented shifts in people's health behavior had temporarily reduced the load of many respiratory illnesses during that same period. But Malone pressed on: "Some members of the scientific community have concern that they're coming out of the COVID pandemic--exposure to the virus, exposure to various countermeasures--there may be a pattern of broad-based, uh, anergy," he said, his eyes darting up for a moment as he invoked a term for a diminished immune response, "that might contribute to increased severity of influenza disease." He encouraged the agency to "be sensitive to that hypothesis."

Throughout these and other questions from the committee members, the CDC's subject-matter experts did their best to explain their work and respond to scattershot technical and conceptual concerns. "The CDC staff is still attempting to operate as an evidence-based organization," Laura Morris, a professor at the University of Missouri School of Medicine, who has attended dozens of ACIP meetings in the past and attended this one as a nonvoting liaison to the committee from the American Academy of Family Physicians, told me. "There was some tension in terms of the capacity of the committee to ask and understand the appropriate methodological questions. The CDC was trying to hold it down."

That task became more difficult as the meeting progressed. "The new ACIP is an independent body composed of experienced medical and public health experts who evaluate evidence, ask hard questions, and make decisions based on scientific integrity," the HHS spokesperson told me. "Bottom line: This process reflects open scientific inquiry and robust debate, not a pre-scripted narrative." The most vocal questioner among the new recruits--and the one who seemed least beholden to a script--was the MIT business-school professor Retsef Levi, a lesser-known committee appointee who sat across the table from Malone. A scruffy former Israel Defense Forces intelligence officer with a ponytail that reached halfway down his back, Levi's academic background is in data modeling, risk management, and organizational logistics. He approached the proceedings with a swaggering incredulity, challenging the staffers' efforts and pointing out the risks of systematic errors in their thinking. (In a pinned post on his X profile, Levi writes that "the evidence is mounting and indisputable that mRNA vaccines cause serious harm including death"--a position entirely at odds with copious data presented at the meeting.)

Shortly before the committee's vote to recommend a new, FDA-approved monoclonal antibody for preventing RSV in infants, Levi noted that he'd spent some time reviewing the relevant clinical-trial data for the drug and another like it, and found some worrying patterns in the statistics surrounding infant deaths. "Should we not be concerned that maybe there are some potential safety signals?" he asked. But these very data had already been reviewed, at great length, in multiple settings: by the FDA, in the course of drug approval, and by the dozens of members of ACIP's relevant work group for RSV, which had, per the committee's standard practice, conducted its own staged analysis of the new treatment before the meeting and reached consensus that its benefits outweighed its risks. Levi was uncowed by any reference to this prior work. "I'm a scientist, but I'm also a father of six kids," he told the group; speaking as a father, he said, he personally would be concerned about the risk of harm from this new antibody for RSV.

In the end, Levi voted against recommending the antibody, as did Vicky Pebsworth, who is on the board of an anti-vaccine organization and holds a Ph.D. in public health and nursing. The five other members voted yes. That 5-2 vote aside, the most contentious issue on the meeting's schedule concerned the flu shots in America that contain thimerosal, which has been an obsession of the anti-vaccine movement for the past few decades. Despite extensive study, vaccines with thimerosal have not been found to be associated with any known harm in human patients, yet an unspecified vote regarding their use was slipped into the meeting's agenda in the absence of any work-group study or presentation from the CDC's staff scientists. What facts there were came almost exclusively from Redwood, the nurse who used to run Kennedy's anti-vaccine organization. Earlier this week, Reuters reported that at least one citation from her posted slides had been invented. That reference was removed before she spoke yesterday. (HHS did not address a request for comment on this issue in its response to me.)

The only one of Kennedy's appointees who had ever previously served on the committee--the pediatrician Cody Meissner--seemed perplexed, even pained, by the proceedings. "I'm not quite sure how to respond to this presentation," he said when Redwood finished. He went on to sum up his concerns: "ACIP makes recommendations based on scientific evidence as much as possible. And there is no scientific evidence that thimerosal has caused a problem." Alas, Meissner's warnings were for nought. Throughout the meeting, he came off as the committee's last remaining, classic "expert"--a vaccine scientist clinging to ACIP's old ways--but his frequent protestations were often bulldozed over or ignored. In the end, his was the only vote against the resolutions on thimerosal.

Throughout the two-day meeting, Kuldorff kept returning to a favorite phrase: evidence-based medicine. "Secretary Kennedy has given this committee a clear mandate to use evidence-based medicine," he said on Wednesday morning. "The purpose of this committee is to follow evidence-based medicine," he said on Wednesday afternoon. "What is important is using evidence-based medicine," he said again when the meeting reached its end. All told, I heard him say evidence-based at least 10 times during the meeting. (To be fair, critics of Kuldorff and his colleagues also love this phrase.) But the committee was erratic in its posture toward the evidence from the very start; it cast doubt on CDC analyses and substituted lay advice and intuition for ACIP's normal methods of assessing and producing expert consensus. "Decisons were made based on feelings and preferences rather than evidence," Morris told me after the meeting. "That's a dangerous way to make public-health policy."



This story originally misquoted Robert Malone's use of the term anergy as energy.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/health/archive/2025/06/rfk-acip-american-vaccine-policy/683364/?utm_source=feed
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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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Trump's National-Security Disaster

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

by David Frum




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

Updated at 3:15 p.m. ET on May 22, 2025.

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.
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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.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/podcasts/archive/2025/04/david-frum-show-trumps-bad-poker-hand/682477/?utm_source=feed
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Hurricane Science Was Great While It Lasted

The U.S. is hacking away at support for state-of-the-art forecasting.

by Zoe Schlanger




Clouds are the bane of a hurricane forecaster's existence. Or they were, until about 20 years ago, when forecasters got access to a technology that Kim Wood, an atmospheric scientist at the University of Arizona, told me to think of as cloud X-ray vision: It cuts through the cloud top to help generate a high-resolution, three-dimensional image of what's happening below.



Known as the Special Sensor Microwave Imager Sounder, or SSMIS, it rides on a series of satellites and allows forecasters to see a storm's structure, which might otherwise be invisible. The Hurricane Hunter planes that fly into storms can also be used to generate three-dimensional storm images, but the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration, which is responsible for hurricane forecasting, has only two of those aircraft. They can't be everywhere at once. With the SSMIS, forecasters had an autonomous, powerful eye in the sky. But now the Department of Defense says it will cease processing and distributing the crucial imagery from this sensor at the end of this month. Losing these views threatens the National Hurricane Center's ability to see what's forming, Wood told me.



For years, the National Hurricane Center has been improving the accuracy of its forecasts, and one short year ago, the United States was better at predicting storms' tracks than it had ever been. But the Trump administration has been cutting the forecasting staff and budgets. And now these satellite data will be missing too. The U.S. is rapidly losing state-of-the-art hurricane forecasting, just in time for hurricane season's busiest months.



The data were nice while we had them. After all, no one likes a surprise hurricane. When the sun goes down, convective storms over open ocean often grow stronger, juiced by the changing temperature dynamics. But that's also when types of storm surveillance that rely on what's visible are least able to determine what's going on. Infrared imaging can see in the dark, but the picture is typically low-resolution and grainy, and can obscure key shapes. When the sun comes up, forecasters can suddenly be looking at a fully formed storm eye. Forecasters dread the "sunrise surprise," which is exactly the sort of thing that the microwave imagery from SSMIS is most helpful in preventing. It gives a clearer picture, even through clouds, and even in the dark.



Plus, the technology is vital to picking up on telltale signs of rapid intensification, a phenomenon that has become more common in recent years, most notably with Hurricane Otis in 2023 and Hurricane Milton in 2024. Storms that intensify faster and reach higher peak intensities just before hitting land are a nightmare for forecasting, and climate scientists worry they will become only more common as the planet warms. Research suggests that certain signature formations in a storm could indicate that it may intensify rapidly, Andrew Hazelton, an associate scientist working in hurricane modeling and research at the University of Miami, told me. Those structures are simply easier to see with the SSMIS images.



A few other satellites can provide microwave imaging. But, as the meteorologist Michael Lowry has pointed out, their instruments either are orbiting more infrequently or are inferior to the one being discontinued. NOAA suggested to Lowry that its Advanced Technology Microwave Sounder instrument would be able to fill the gap, he wrote. But that suggestion is misleading, Hazelton said: The information from that satellite is so low-resolution that the eye of a hurricane looks like just a few pixels instead of a more detailed image. "It's really hard to pick out details," he told me--including the aspects of a storm's structure that may signal that it could rapidly intensify. Plus, having fewer microwave instruments operating in the sky means fewer snapshots of oceans where hurricanes might form. Without SSMIS, the number of microwave-image glimpses that forecasters get over any given spot will be essentially cut in half, Lowry wrote; many more hours could go by without observations when they're most needed. (I reached out to NOAA for comment, but the agency redirected me to the Department of Defense.)



SSMIS is part of the Defense Meteorological Satellite Program; a Navy spokesperson told me the entire satellite program is slated to be discontinued in September 2026. When I asked about previous reports citing cybersecurity concerns as a reason for the closure, the Navy spokesperson responded only that the satellite program is "no longer compliant with Department of the Navy information technology modernization requirements." In the meantime, the Defense Department will just stop processing and distributing the data it collects. A spokesperson from the U.S. Space Force also told me the satellite system will be replaced by two other satellite systems, the second one of which is slated to be operational in 2027. But that still doesn't explain why this data stream is being cut off now, more than a year before the satellite program is slated to be decommissioned, Hazelton said. "We need all the microwave data we can get while it's available."



These aren't the only data forecasters have lost, either: Right now, across the U.S., fewer weather balloons are being launched because of staffing shortages at National Weather Service forecasting offices. Balloons offer insights into how the atmosphere is behaving; data picked up on the West Coast are the East Coast's business, too, as they'll predict the weather coming just hours in the future. "We want the complete picture of the state of the atmosphere so that we have a way to then estimate the next step," Wood said. "Upstream information is often just as critical as information right at the point where the storm might be."



NOAA is losing the experts who can interpret those data, too. And cuts to staff this year already mean that more duties are piled higher on individual people, "which means they may be less able to properly use the data once it comes in," Wood said. Those cuts extend all the way to the people who work on underlying weather models. Hazelton, for example, was on a team at the National Weather Service where he worked to improve hurricane modeling. In February, he was axed along with some 800 employees who had been recently hired; he'd worked for NOAA as a contract employee for nearly a decade, on Hurricane Hunter missions and improving storm modeling. He was part of the group of fired NOAA employees who were hastily rehired after a judge temporarily blocked President Donald Trump's cuts, and was refired after a subsequent Supreme Court ruling. At the University of Miami, he's now continuing his work on hurricane models through a federal partnership.



The latest proposed NOAA budget for 2026, released Monday, aims to remove even more workers, along with whole programs. It zeroes out, for instance, the line item for the entire Oceanic and Atmospheric Research office, a network of federal research centers whose work helps develop new techniques and tools for forecasters and improve weather models. If this budget passes, the forecasts of the near future--three, five, 10 years down the line--will suffer too, Hazelton said.



This year has been a miserable cascade of losses for the American hurricane-safety apparatus. Any one of these losses might have been papered over by other parts of the system. But now it's just losing too many components for that. As James Franklin, the former chief of the National Hurricane Center's hurricane-specialist unit, put it in a post on Substack, "Resiliency is being stripped away, piece by piece." What's easy to see coming now are the possible consequences: at best, a needless evacuation. But just as easily: a rushed evacuation, a surprise landfall, a flattened house.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/science/archive/2025/07/hurricane-science-noaa-cuts/683398/?utm_source=feed
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Why Can't Americans Sleep?

Insomnia has become a public-health emergency.

by Jennifer Senior




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


I like to tell people that the night before I stopped sleeping, I slept. Not only that: I slept well. Years ago, a boyfriend of mine, even-keeled during the day but restless at night, told me how hard it was to toss and turn while I instantly sank into the crude, Neanderthal slumber of the dead. When I found a magazine job that allowed me to keep night-owl hours, my rhythms had the precision of an atomic clock. I fell asleep at 1 a.m. I woke up at 9 a.m. One to nine, one to nine, one to nine, night after night, day after day. As most researchers can tell you, this click track is essential to health outcomes: One needs consistent bedtimes and wake-up times. And I had them, naturally; when I lost my alarm clock, I didn't bother getting another until I had an early-morning flight to catch.

Then, one night maybe two months before I turned 29, that vaguening sense that normal sleepers have when they're lying in bed--their thoughts pixelating into surreal images, their mind listing toward unconsciousness--completely deserted me. How bizarre, I thought. I fell asleep at 5 a.m.

This started to happen pretty frequently. I had no clue why. The circumstances of my life, both personally and professionally, were no different from the week, month, or two months before--and my life was good. Yet I'd somehow transformed into an appliance without an off switch.

I saw an acupuncturist. I took Tylenol PM. I sampled a variety of supplements, including melatonin (not really appropriate, I'd later learn, especially in the megawatt doses Americans take--its real value is in resetting your circadian clock, not as a sedative). I ran four miles every day, did breathing exercises, listened to a meditation tape a friend gave me. Useless.

I finally caved and saw my general practitioner, who prescribed Ambien, telling me to feel no shame if I needed it every now and then. But I did feel shame, lots of shame, and I'd always been phobic about drugs, including recreational ones. And now ... a sedative? (Two words for you: Judy Garland.) It was only when I started enduring semiregular involuntary all-nighters--which I knew were all-nighters, because I got out of bed and sat upright through them, trying to read or watch TV--that I capitulated. I couldn't continue to stumble brokenly through the world after nights of virtually no sleep.

I hated Ambien. One of the dangers with this strange drug is that you may do freaky things at 4 a.m. without remembering, like making a stack of peanut-butter sandwiches and eating them. That didn't happen to me (I don't think?), but the drug made me squirrelly and tearful. I stopped taking it. My sleep went back to its usual syncopated disaster.

In Sleepless: A Memoir of Insomnia, Marie Darrieussecq lists the thinkers and artists who have pondered the brutality of sleeplessness, and they're distinguished company: Duras, Gide, Pavese, Sontag, Plath, Dostoyevsky, Murakami, Borges, Kafka. (Especially Kafka, whom she calls literature's "patron saint" of insomniacs. "Dread of night," he wrote. "Dread of not-night.") Not to mention F. Scott Fitzgerald, whose sleeplessness was triggered by a single night of warfare with a mosquito.

But there was sadly no way to interpret my sleeplessness as a nocturnal manifestation of tortured genius or artistic brilliance. It felt as though I'd been poisoned. It was that arbitrary, that abrupt. When my insomnia started, the experience wasn't just context-free; it was content-free. People would ask what I was thinking while lying wide awake at 4 a.m., and my answer was: nothing. My mind whistled like a conch shell.

But over time I did start thinking--or worrying, I should say, and then perseverating, and then outright panicking. At first, songs would whip through my head, and I couldn't get the orchestra to pack up and go home. Then I started to fear the evening, going to bed too early in order to give myself extra runway to zonk out. (This, I now know, is a typical amateur's move and a horrible idea, because the bed transforms from a zone of security into a zone of torment, and anyway, that's not how the circadian clock works.) Now I would have conscious thoughts when I couldn't fall asleep, which can basically be summarized as insomnia math: Why am I not falling asleep Dear God let me fall asleep Oh my God I only have four hours left to fall asleep oh my God now I only have three oh my God now two oh my God now just one.

"The insomniac is not so much in dialogue with sleep," Darrieussecq writes, "as with the apocalypse."

I would shortly discover that this cycle was textbook insomnia perdition: a fear of sleep loss that itself causes sleep loss that in turn generates an even greater fear of sleep loss that in turn generates even more sleep loss ... until the next thing you know, you're in an insomnia galaxy spiral, with a dark behavioral and psychological (and sometimes neurobiological) life of its own.

I couldn't recapture my nights. Something that once came so naturally now seemed as impossible as flying. How on earth could this have happened? To this day, whenever I think about it, I still can't believe it did.

In light of my tortured history with the subject, you can perhaps see why I generally loathe stories about sleep. What they're usually about is the dangers of sleep loss, not sleep itself, and as a now-inveterate insomniac, I've already got a multivolume fright compendium in my head of all the terrible things that can happen when sleep eludes you or you elude it. You will die of a heart attack or a stroke. You will become cognitively compromised and possibly dement. Your weight will climb, your mood will collapse, the ramparts of your immune system will crumble. If you rely on medication for relief, you're doing your disorder all wrong--you're getting the wrong kind of sleep, an unnatural sleep, and addiction surely awaits; heaven help you and that horse of Xanax you rode in on.

It should go without saying that for some of us, knowledge is not power. It's just more kindling.

The cultural discussions around sleep would be a lot easier if the tone weren't quite so hectoring--or so smug. A case in point: In 2019, the neuroscientist Matthew Walker, the author of Why We Sleep, gave a TED Talk that began with a cheerful disquisition about testicles. They are, apparently, "significantly smaller" in men who sleep five hours a night rather than seven or more, and that two-hour difference means lower testosterone levels too, equivalent to those of someone 10 years their senior. The consequences of short sleep for women's reproductive systems are similarly dire.

"This," Walker says just 54 seconds in, "is the best news that I have for you today."

He makes good on his promise. What follows is the old medley of familiars, with added verses about inflammation, suicide, cancer. Walker's sole recommendation at the end of his sermon is the catechism that so many insomniacs--or casual media consumers, for that matter--can recite: Sleep in a cool room, keep your bedtimes and wake-up times regular, avoid alcohol and caffeine. Also, don't nap.

I will now say about Walker:

1. His book is in many ways quite wonderful--erudite and wide-ranging and written with a flaring energy when it isn't excessively pleased with itself.

2. Both Why We Sleep and Walker's TED Talk focus on sleep deprivation, not insomnia, with the implicit and sometimes explicit assumption that too many people choose to blow off sleep in favor of work or life's various seductions.

If public awareness is Walker's goal (certainly a virtuous one), he and his fellow researchers have done a very good job in recent years, with the enthusiastic assistance of my media colleagues, who clearly find stories about the hazards of sleep deprivation irresistible. (In the wine-dark sea of internet content, they're click sirens.) Walker's TED Talk has been viewed nearly 24 million times. "For years, we were fighting against 'I'll sleep when I'm dead,' " Aric Prather, the director of the behavioral-sleep-medicine research program at UC San Francisco, told me. "Now the messaging that sleep is a fundamental pillar of human health has really sunk in."

Yet greater awareness of sleep deprivation's consequences hasn't translated into a better-rested populace. Data from the CDC show that the proportion of Americans reporting insufficient sleep held constant from 2013 through 2022, at roughly 35 percent. (From 2020 to 2022, as anxiety about the pandemic eased, the percentage actually climbed.)

So here's the first question I have: In 2025, exactly how much of our "sleep opportunity," as the experts call it, is under our control?

According to the most recent government data, 16.4 percent of American employees work nonstandard hours. (Their health suffers in every category--the World Health Organization now describes night-shift work as "probably carcinogenic.") Adolescents live in a perpetual smog of sleep deprivation because they're forced to rise far too early for school (researchers call their plight "social jet lag"); young mothers and fathers live in a smog of sleep deprivation because they're forced to rise far too early (or erratically) for their kids; adults caring for aging parents lose sleep too. The chronically ill frequently can't sleep. Same with some who suffer from mental illness, and many veterans, and many active-duty military members, and menopausal women, and perimenopausal women, and the elderly, the precariat, the poor.

"Sleep opportunity is not evenly distributed across the population," Prather noted, and he suspects that this contributes to health disparities by class. In 2020, the National Center for Health Statistics found that the poorer Americans were, the greater their likelihood of reporting difficulty falling asleep. If you look at the CDC map of the United States' most sleep-deprived communities, you'll see that they loop straight through the Southeast and Appalachia. Black and Hispanic Americans also consistently report sleeping less, especially Black women.

Even for people who aren't contending with certain immutables, the cadences of modern life have proved inimical to sleep. Widespread electrification laid waste to our circadian rhythms 100 years ago, when they lost any basic correspondence with the sun; now, compounding matters, we're contending with the currents of a wired world. For white-collar professionals, it's hard to imagine a job without the woodpecker incursions of email or weekend and late-night work. It's hard to imagine news consumption, or even ordinary communication, without the overstimulating use of phones and computers. It's hard to imagine children eschewing social media when it's how so many of them socialize, often into the night, which means blue-light exposure, which means the suppression of melatonin. (Melatonin suppression obviously applies to adults too--it's hardly like we're avatars of discipline when it comes to screen time in bed.)

Most of us can certainly do more to improve or reclaim our sleep. But behavioral change is difficult, as anyone who's vowed to lose weight can attest. And when the conversation around sleep shifts the onus to the individual--which, let's face it, is the American way (we shift the burden of child care to the individual, we shift the burden of health care to the individual)--we sidestep the fact that the public and private sectors alike are barely doing a thing to address what is essentially a national health emergency.

Given that we've decided that an adequate night's rest is a matter of individual will, I now have a second question: How are we to discuss those who are suffering not just from inadequate sleep, but from something far more severe? Are we to lecture them in the same menacing, moralizing way? If the burden of getting enough sleep is on us, should we consider chronic insomniacs--for whom sleep is a nightly gladiatorial struggle--the biggest failures in the armies of the underslept?

Those who can't sleep suffer a great deal more than those gifted with sleep will ever know. Yet insomniacs frequently feel shame about the solutions they've sought for relief--namely, medication--likely because they can detect a subtle, judgmental undertone about this decision, even from their loved ones. Resorting to drugs means they are lazy, refusing to do simple things that might ease their passage into unconsciousness. It means they are neurotic, requiring pills to transport them into a natural state that every other animal on Earth finds without aid.

Might I suggest that these views are unenlightened? "In some respects, chronic insomnia is similar to where depression was in the past. We'd say, 'Major depression' and people would say, 'Everybody gets down now and then,' " John Winkelman, a psychiatrist in the sleep-medicine division at Harvard Medical School, said at a panel I attended last summer. Darrieussecq, the author of Sleepless, puts it more bluntly: " 'I didn't sleep all night,' sleepers say to insomniacs, who feel like replying that they haven't slept all their life."

The fact is, at least 12 percent of the U.S. population suffers from insomnia as an obdurate condition. Among Millennials, the number pops up to 15 percent. And 30 to 35 percent of Americans suffer from some of insomnia's various symptoms--trouble falling asleep, trouble staying asleep, or waking too early--at least temporarily. In 2024, there were more than 2,500 sleep-disorder centers in the U.S. accredited by the American Academy of Sleep Medicine. Prather told me the wait time to get into his sleep clinic at UCSF is currently a year. "That's better than it used to be," he added. "Until a few months ago, our waitlist was closed. We couldn't fathom giving someone a date."

So what I'm hoping to do here is not write yet another reproachful story about sleep, plump with misunderstandings and myths. Fixing sleep--obtaining sleep--is a tricky business. The work it involves and painful choices it entails deserve nuanced examination. Contrary to what you might have read, our dreams are seldom in black and white.


Armando Veve



Whenever I interviewed a clinician, psychiatrist, neuroscientist, or any other kind of expert for this story, I almost always opened with the same question: What dogma about sleep do you think most deserves to be questioned?

The most frequent answer, by a long chalk, is that we need eight hours of it. A fair number of studies, it turns out, show that mortality rates are lowest if a person gets roughly seven hours. Daniel F. Kripke, a psychiatrist at UC San Diego, published the most famous of these analyses in 2002, parsing a sample of 1.1 million individuals and concluding that those who reported more than eight hours of sleep a night experienced significantly increased mortality rates. According to Kripke's work, the optimal sleep range was a mere 6.5 to 7.4 hours.

These numbers shouldn't be taken as gospel. The relationship between sleep duration and health outcomes is a devil's knot, though Kripke did his best to control for the usual confounds--age, sex, body-mass index. But he could not control for the factors he did not know. Perhaps many of the individuals who slept eight hours or more were doing so because they had an undetected illness, or an illness of greater severity than they'd realized, or other conditions Kripke hadn't accounted for. The study was also observational, not randomized.

But even if they don't buy Kripke's data, sleep experts don't necessarily believe that eight hours of sleep has some kind of mystical significance. Methodologically speaking, it's hard to determine how much sleep, on average, best suits us, and let's not forget the obvious: Sleep needs--and abilities--vary over the course of a lifetime, and from individual to individual. (There's even an extremely rare species of people, known as "natural short sleepers," associated with a handful of genes, who require only four to six hours a night. They tear through the world as if fired from a cannon.) Yet eight hours of sleep or else remains one of our culture's most stubborn shibboleths, and an utter tyranny for many adults, particularly older ones.

"We have people coming into our insomnia clinic saying 'I'm not sleeping eight hours' when they're 70 years of age," Michael R. Irwin, a psychoneurologist at UCLA, told me. "And the average sleep in that population is less than seven hours. They attribute all kinds of things to an absence of sleep--decrements in cognitive performance and vitality, higher levels of fatigue--when often that's not the case. I mean, people get older, and the drive to sleep decreases as people age."

Another declaration I was delighted to hear: The tips one commonly reads to get better sleep are as insipid as they sound. "Making sure that your bedroom is cool and comfortable, your bed is soft, you have a new mattress and a nice pillow--it's unusual that those things are really the culprit," Eric Nofzinger, the former director of the sleep neuroimaging program at the University of Pittsburgh's medical school, told me. "Most people self-regulate anyway. If they're cold, they put on an extra blanket. If they're too warm, they throw off the blanket."

"Truthfully, there's not a lot of data supporting those tips," Suzanne Bertisch, a behavioral-sleep-medicine expert at Brigham and Women's Hospital, in Boston, told me. That includes the proscription on naps, she added, quite commonly issued in her world. (In general, the research on naps suggests that short ones have beneficial outcomes and long ones have negative outcomes, but as always, cause and effect are difficult to disentangle: An underlying health condition could be driving those long naps.)

Even when they weren't deliberately debunking the conventional wisdom about sleep, many of the scholars I spoke with mentioned--sometimes practically as an aside--facts that surprised or calmed. For instance: Many of us night owls have heard that the weather forecast for our old age is ... well, cloudy, to be honest, with a late-afternoon chance of keeling over. According to one large analysis, we have a 10 percent increase in all-cause mortality over morning larks. But Jeanne Duffy, a neuroscientist distinguished for her expertise in human circadian rhythms at Brigham and Women's, told me she suspected that this was mainly because most night owls, like most people, are obliged to rise early for their job.

So wait, I said. Was she implying that if night owls could contrive work-arounds to suit their biological inclination to go to bed late, the news probably wouldn't be as grim?

"Yes," she replied.

A subsequent study showed that the owl-lark mortality differential dwindled to nil when the authors controlled for lifestyle. Apparently owls are more apt to smoke, and to drink more. So if you're an owl who's repelled by Marlboros and Jameson, you're fine.

Kelly Glazer Baron, the director of the behavioral-sleep-medicine program at the University of Utah, told me that she'd love it if patients stopped agonizing over the length of their individual sleep phases. I didn't get enough deep sleep, they fret, thrusting their Apple Watch at her. I didn't get enough REM. And yes, she said, insufficiencies in REM or slow-wave sleep can be a problem, especially if they reflect an underlying health issue. But clinics don't look solely at sleep architecture when evaluating their patients.

"I often will show them my own data," Baron said. "It always shows I don't have that much deep sleep, which I find so weird, because I'm a healthy middle-aged woman." In 2017, after observing these anxieties for years, Baron coined a term for sleep neuroticism brought about by wearables: orthosomnia.

But most surprising--to me, anyway--was what I heard about insomnia and the black dog. "There are far more studies indicating that insomnia causes depression than depression causes insomnia," said Wilfred Pigeon, the director of the Sleep & Neurophysiology Research Laboratory at the University of Rochester. Which is not to say, he added, that depression can't or doesn't cause insomnia. These forces, in the parlance of health professionals, tend to be "bidirectional."

But I can't tell you how vindicating I found the idea that perhaps my own insomnia came first. A couple of years into my struggles with sleeplessness, a brilliant psychopharmacologist told me that my new condition had to be an episode of depression in disguise. And part of me thought, Sure, why not? A soundtrack of melancholy had been playing at a low hum inside my head from the time I was 10.

The thing was: I became outrageously depressed only after my insomnia began. That's when that low hum started to blare at a higher volume. Until I stopped sleeping, I never suffered from any sadness so crippling that it prevented me from experiencing joy. It never impeded my ability to socialize or travel. It never once made me contemplate antidepressants. And it most certainly never got in the way of my sleeping. The precipitating factor in my own brutal insomnia was, and remains, an infuriating mystery.

Sleep professionals, I have learned, drink a lot of coffee. That was the first thing I noticed when I attended SLEEP 2024, the annual conference of the American Academy of Sleep Medicine, in Houston: coffee, oceans of it, spilling from silver urns, especially at the industry trade show. Wandering through it was a dizzying experience, a sprawling testament to the scale and skyscraping profit margins of Big Sleep. More than 150 exhibitors showed up. Sheep swag abounded. Drug reps were everywhere, their aggression tautly disguised behind android smiles, the meds they hawked called the usual names that look like high-value Scrabble words.

I've never understood this branding strategy, honestly. If you want your customers to believe they're falling into a gentle, natural sleep, you should probably think twice before calling your drug Quviviq.

I walked through the cavernous hall in a daze. It was overwhelming, really--the spidery gizmos affixed to armies of mannequins, the Times Square-style digital billboards screaming about the latest in sleep technology.

At some point it occurred to me that the noisy, overbusy, fluorescent quality of this product spectacular reminded me of the last place on Earth a person with a sleep disorder should be: a casino. The room was practically sunless. I saw very few clocks. After I spent an afternoon there, my circadian rhythms were shot to hell.

But the conference itself ...! Extraordinary, covering miles of ground. I went to one symposium about "sleep deserts," another about the genetics of sleep disturbance, and yet another about sleep and menopause. I walked into a colloquy about sleep and screens and had to take a seat on the floor because the room was bursting like a suitcase. Of most interest to me, though, were two panels, which I'll shortly discuss: one about how to treat patients with anxiety from new-onset insomnia, and one on whether hypnotics are addictive.

My final stop at the trade fair was the alley of beauty products--relevant, I presume, because they address the aesthetic toll of sleep deprivation. Within five minutes, an energetic young salesman made a beeline for me, clearly having noticed that I was a woman of a certain age. He gushed about a $2,500 infrared laser to goose collagen production and a $199 medical-grade peptide serum that ordinarily retails for $1,100. I told him I'd try the serum. "Cheaper than Botox, and it does the same thing," he said approvingly, applying it to the crow's-feet around my eyes.

I stared in the mirror. Holy shit. The stuff was amazing.

"I'll take it," I told him.

He was delighted. He handed me a box. The serum came in a gold syringe.

"You're a doctor, right?"

A beat.

"No," I finally said. "A journalist. Can only a dermatologist--"

He told me it was fine; it's just that doctors were his main customers. This was the sort of product women like me usually had to get from them. I walked away elated but queasy, feeling like a creep who'd evaded a background check by purchasing a Glock at a gun show.

The first line of treatment for chronic, intractable sleeplessness, per the American Academy of Sleep Medicine, is cognitive behavioral therapy for insomnia, or CBT-I. I've tried it, in earnest, at two different points in my life. It generally involves six to eight sessions and includes, at minimum: identifying the patient's sleep-wake patterns (through charts, diaries, wearables); "stimulus control" (setting consistent bedtimes and wake-up times, resisting the urge to stare at the clock, delinking the bed from anything other than sleep and sex); establishing good sleep habits (the stuff of every listicle); "sleep restriction" (compressing your sleep schedule, then slowly expanding it over time); and "cognitive restructuring," or changing unhealthy thoughts about sleep.

The cognitive-restructuring component is the most psychologically paradoxical. It means taking every terrifying thing you've ever learned about the consequences of sleeplessness and pretending you've never heard them.

I pointed this out to Wilfred Pigeon. "For the medically anxious, it's tough," he agreed. "We're trying to tell patients two things at the same time: 'You really need to get your sleep on track, or you will have a heart attack five years earlier than you otherwise would.' But also: 'Stop worrying about your sleep so much, because it's contributing to your not being able to sleep.' And they're both true!"

Okay, I said. But if an insomniac crawls into your clinic after many years of not sleeping (he says people tend to wait about a decade), wouldn't they immediately see that these two messages live in tension with each other? And dwell only on the heart attack?

"I tell the patient their past insomnia is water under the bridge," Pigeon said. "We're trying to erase the added risks that ongoing chronic insomnia will have. Just because a person has smoked for 20 years doesn't mean they should keep smoking."

He's absolutely right. But I'm not entirely convinced that these incentives make the cognitive dissonance of CBT-I go away. When Sara Nowakowski, a CBT-I specialist at Baylor College of Medicine, gave her presentation at SLEEP 2024's panel on anxiety and new-onset insomnia, she said that many of her patients start reciting the grim data from their Fitbits and talking about dementia.

That's likely because they've read the studies. Rapid-eye-movement (REM) sleep, that vivid-dream stage when our eyes race beneath our eyelids like mice under a blanket, is essential to emotional regulation and problem-solving. Slow-wave sleep, our deepest sleep, is essential for repairing our cells, shoring up our immune systems, and rinsing toxins from our brains, thanks to a watery complex of micro-canals called the glymphatic system. We repair our muscles when we sleep. We restore our hearts. We consolidate memories and process knowledge, embedding important facts and disposing of trivial ones. We actually learn when we're asleep.

Many insomniacs know all too well how nonnegotiably vital sleep is, and what the disastrous consequences are if you don't get it. I think of the daredevil experiment that Nathaniel Kleitman, the father of sleep research, informally conducted as a graduate student in 1922, enlisting five classmates to join him in seeing how long they could stay awake. He lasted the longest--a staggering 115 hours--but at a terrible price, temporarily going mad with exhaustion, arguing on the fifth day with an imaginary foe about the need for organized labor. And I think of Allan Rechtschaffen, another pioneer in the field, who in 1989 had the fiendish idea to place rats on a spinning mechanism that forced them to stay awake if they didn't want to drown. They eventually dropped dead.

So these are the kinds of facts a person doing CBT-I has to ignore.

Still. Whether a patient's terrors concern the present or the future, it is the job of any good CBT-I practitioner to help fact-check or right-size them through Socratic questioning. During her panel at SLEEP 2024, Nowakowski gave very relatable examples:

When you're struggling to fall asleep, what are you most worried will happen?

I'll lose my job/scream at my kids/detonate my relationship/never be able to sleep again. 

And what's the probability of your not falling asleep?

I don't sleep most nights. 

And the probability of not functioning at work or yelling at the kids if you don't?

Ninety percent.

She then tells her patients to go read their own sleep diary, which she's instructed them to keep from the start. The numbers seldom confirm they're right, because humans are monsters of misprediction. Her job is to get her patients to start decatastrophizing, which includes what she calls the "So what?" method: So what if you have a bad day at work or at home? You've had others. Will it be the end of the world? (When my second CBT-I therapist asked me this, I silently thought, Yes, because when I'm dangling at the end of my rope, I just spin more.) CBT-I addresses anxiety about not sleeping, which tends to be the real force that keeps insomnia airborne, regardless of what lofted it. The pre-sleep freaking out, the compulsive clock-watching, the bargaining, the middle-of-the-night doom-prophesizing, the despairing--CBT-I attempts to snip that loop. The patient actively learns new behaviors and attitudes to put an end to their misery.

But the main anchor of CBT-I is sleep-restriction therapy. I tried it back when I was 29, when I dragged my wasted self into a sleep clinic in New York; I've tried it once since. I couldn't stick with it either time.

The concept is simple: You severely limit your time in bed, paring away every fretful, superfluous minute you'd otherwise be awake. If you discover from a week's worth of sleep-diary entries (or your wearable) that you spend eight hours buried in your duvet but sleep for only five of them, you consolidate those splintered hours into one bloc of five, setting the same wake-up time every day and going to bed a mere five hours before. Once you've averaged sleeping those five hours for a few days straight, you reward your body by going to bed 15 minutes earlier. If you achieve success for a few days more, you add another 15 minutes. And then another ... until you're up to whatever the magic number is for you.

No napping. The idea is to build up enough "sleep pressure" to force your body to collapse in surrender.

Sleep restriction can be a wonderful method. But if you have severe insomnia, the idea of reducing your sleep time is petrifying. Technically, I suppose, you're not really reducing your sleep time; you're just consolidating it. But practically speaking, you are reducing your sleep, at least in the beginning, because dysregulated sleep isn't an accordion, obligingly contracting itself into a case. Contracting it takes time, or at least it did for me. The process was murder.

"If you get people to really work their way through it--and sometimes that takes holding people's hands--it ends up being more effective than a pill," Ronald Kessler, a renowned psychiatric epidemiologist at Harvard, told me when I asked him about CBT-I. The problem is the formidable size of that if. "CBT-I takes a lot more work than taking a pill. So a lot of people drop out."

They do. One study I perused had an attrition rate of 40 percent.

Twenty-six years ago, I, too, joined the legions of the quitters. In hindsight, my error was my insistence on trying this grueling regimen without a benzodiazepine (Valium, Ativan, Xanax), though my doctor had recommended that I start one. But I was still afraid of drugs in those days, and I was still in denial that I'd become hostage to my own brain's terrorism. I was sure that I still had the power to negotiate. Competence had until that moment defined my whole life. I persuaded the doctor to let me try without drugs.

As she'd predicted, I failed. The graphs in my sleep diary looked like volatile weeks on the stock exchange.

For the first time ever, I did need an antidepressant. The doctor wrote me a prescription for Paxil and a bottle of Xanax to use until I got up to cruising altitude--all SSRIs take a while to kick in.

I didn't try sleep restriction again until many years later. Paxil sufficed during that time; it made me almost stupid with drowsiness. I was sleepy at night and vague during the day. I needed Xanax for only a couple of weeks, which was just as well, because I didn't much care for it. The doctor had prescribed too powerful a dose, though it was the smallest one. I was such a rookie with drugs in those days that it never occurred to me I could just snap the pill in half.

Have I oversimplified the story of my insomnia? Probably. At the top of the SLEEP 2024 panel about anxiety and new-onset insomnia, Leisha Cuddihy, a director at large for the Society of Behavioral Sleep Medicine, said something that made me wince--namely, that her patients "have a very vivid perception of pre-insomnia sleep being literally perfect: 'I've never had a bad night of sleep before now.' "

Okay, guilty as charged. While it's true that I'd slept brilliantly (and I stand by this, brilliantly) in the 16 years before I first sought help, I was the last kid to fall asleep at slumber parties when I was little. Cuddihy also said that many of her patients declare they're certain, implacably certain, that they are unfixable. "They feel like something broke," she said.

Which is what I wrote just a few pages back. Poisoned, broke, same thing.

By the time Cuddihy finished speaking, I had to face an uncomfortable truth: I was a standard-issue sleep-clinic zombie.

But when patients say they feel like something broke inside their head, they aren't necessarily wrong. An insomniac's brain does change in neurobiological ways.

"There is something in the neurons that's changing during sleep in patients with significant sleep disruptions," said Eric Nofzinger, who, while at the University of Pittsburgh, had one of the world's largest databases of brain-imaging studies of sleeping human beings. "If you're laying down a memory, then that circuitry is hardwired for that memory. So one can imagine that if your brain is doing this night after night ..."

We know that the hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal axis, our body's first responder to stress, is overactivated in the chronically underslept. If the insomniac suffers from depression, their REM phase tends to be longer and more "dense," with the limbic system (the amygdala, the hippocampus--where our primal drives are housed) going wild, roaring its terrible roars and gnashing its terrible teeth. (You can imagine how this would also make depressives subconsciously less motivated to sleep--who wants to face their Gorgon dreams?) Insomniacs suffering from anxiety experience this problem too, though to a lesser degree; it's their deep sleep that's mainly affected, slimming down and shallowing out.

And in all insomniacs, throughout the night, the arousal centers of the brain keep clattering away, as does the prefrontal cortex (in charge of planning, decision making), whereas in regular sleepers, these buzzing regions go offline. "So when someone with insomnia wakes up the next morning and says, 'I don't think I slept at all last night,' in some respects, that's true," Nofzinger told me. "Because the parts of the brain that should have been resting did not."

And why didn't they rest? The insomniac can't say. The insomniac feels at once responsible and helpless when it comes to their misery: I must be to blame. But I can't be to blame. The feeling that sleeplessness is happening to you, not something you're doing to yourself, sends you on a quest for nonpsychological explanations: Lots of physiological conditions can cause sleep disturbances, can't they? Obstructive sleep apnea, for instance, which afflicts nearly 30 million Americans. Many autoimmune diseases, too. At one point, I'll confess that I started asking the researchers I spoke with whether insomnia itself could be an autoimmune disorder, because that's what it feels like to me--as if my brain is going after itself with brickbats.

"Narcolepsy appears to be an example of a sleep disorder involving the immune system," Andrew Krystal, a psychiatrist specializing in sleep disorders at UCSF, told me.

What? I said. Really?

Really, he replied. "There are few things I know of," he said, "that are as complicated as the mammalian immune system."

But insomnia-as-autoimmune-disorder is only a wisp of a theory, a wish of a theory, nothing more. In her memoir, The Shapeless Unease: A Year of Not Sleeping, the novelist Samantha Harvey casts around for a physiological explanation, too. But after she completes a battery of tests, the results come back normal, pointing to "what I already know," she writes, "which is that my sleeplessness is psychological. I must carry on being the archaeologist of myself, digging around, seeing if I can excavate the problem and with it the solution--when in truth I am afraid of myself, not of what I might uncover, but of managing to uncover nothing."


Armando Veve



I didn't tolerate my Paxil brain for long. I weaned myself off, returned to normal for a few months, and assumed that my sleeplessness had been a freak event, like one of those earthquakes in a city that never has them. But then my sleep started to slip away again, and by age 31, I couldn't recapture it without chemical assistance. Prozac worked for years on its own, but it blew out whatever circuit in my brain generates metaphors. When I turned to the antidepressants that kept the electricity flowing, I needed sleep medication too--proving, to my mind, that melancholy couldn't have been the mother of my sleep troubles, but the lasting result of them. I've used the lowest dose of Klonopin to complement my SSRIs for years. In times of acute stress, I need a gabapentin or a Unisom too.

Unisom is fine. Gabapentin also turns my mind into an empty prairie.

Edibles, which I've also tried, turn my brain to porridge the next day. Some evidence suggests that cannabis works as a sleep aid, but more research, evidently, is required. (Sorry.)

Which brings me to the subject of drugs. I come neither to praise nor to bury them. But I do come to reframe the discussion around them, inspired by what a number of researcher-clinicians said about hypnotics and addiction during the SLEEP 2024 panel on the subject. They started with a simple question: How do you define addiction?

It's true that many of the people who have taken sleep medications for months or years rely on them. Without them, the majority wouldn't sleep, at least in the beginning, and a good many would experience rebound insomnia if they didn't wean properly, which can be even worse. One could argue that this dependence is tantamount to addiction.

But: We don't say people are addicted to their hypertension medication or statins, though we know that in certain instances lifestyle changes could obviate the need for either one. We don't say people are addicted to their miracle GLP-1 agonists just because they could theoretically diet and exercise to lose weight. We agree that they need them. They're on Lasix. On Lipitor. On Ozempic. Not addicted to.

Yet we still think of sleep medications as "drugs," a word that in this case carries a whiff of stigma--partly because mental illness still carries a stigma, but also because sleep medications legitimately do have the potential for recreational use and abuse.

But is that what most people who suffer from sleep troubles are doing? Using their Sonata or Ativan for fun?

"If you see a patient who's been taking medication for a long time," Tom Roth, the founder of the Sleep Disorders and Research Center at Henry Ford Hospital, said during the panel, "you have to think, 'Are they drug-seeking or therapy-seeking ?' " The overwhelming majority, he and other panelists noted, are taking their prescription drugs for relief, not kicks. They may depend on them, but they're not abusing them--by taking them during the day, say, or for purposes other than sleep.

Still, let's posit that many long-term users of sleep medication do become dependent. Now let's consider another phenomenon commonly associated with reliance on sleep meds: You enter Garland and Hendrix territory in a hurry. First you need one pill, then you need two; eventually you need a fistful with a fifth of gin.

Yet a 2024 cohort study, which involved nearly 1 million Danes who used benzodiazepines long-term, found that of those who used them for three years or more--67,398 people, to be exact--only 7 percent exceeded their recommended dose.

Not a trivial number, certainly, if you're staring across an entire population. But if you're evaluating the risk of taking a hypnotic as an individual, you'd be correct to assume that your odds of dose escalation are pretty low.

That there's a difference between abuse and dependence, that dependence doesn't mean a mad chase for more milligrams, that people depend on drugs for a variety of other naturally reversible conditions and don't suffer any stigma--these nuances matter.

"Using something where the benefits outweigh the side effects certainly is not addiction," Winkelman, the Harvard psychiatrist and chair of the panel, told me when we spoke a few months later. "I call that treatment."

The problem, he told me, is when the benefits stop outweighing the downsides. "Let's say the medication loses efficacy over time." Right. That 7 percent. And over-the-counter sleep meds, whose active component is usually diphenhydramine (more commonly known as Benadryl), are potentially even more likely to lose their efficacy--the American Academy of Sleep Medicine advises against them. "And let's say you did stop your medication," Winkelman continued. "Your sleep could be worse than it was before you started it," at least for a while. "People should know about that risk."

A small but even more hazardous risk: a seizure, for those who abruptly stop taking high doses of benzodiazepines after they've been on them for a long period of time. The likelihood is low--the exact percentage is almost impossible to ascertain--but any risk of a seizure is worth knowing about. "And are you comfortable with the idea that the drug could irrevocably be changing your brain?" Winkelman asked. "The brain is a machine, and you're exposing it to the repetitive stimulus of the drug." Then again, he pointed out, you know what else is a repetitive stimulus? Insomnia.

"So should these things even be considered a part of an addiction?" he asked. "At what point does a treatment become an addiction? I don't know."

Calvinist about sleep meds, blase about sleep meds--whatever you are, the fact remains: We're a nation that likes them. According to a 2020 report from the National Center for Health Statistics, 8.4 percent of Americans take sleep medications most nights or every night, and an additional 10 percent take them on some. Part of the reason medication remains so popular is that it's easy for doctors to prescribe a pill and give a patient immediate relief, which is often what patients are looking for, especially if they're in extremis or need some assistance through a rough stretch. CBT-I, as Ronald Kessler noted, takes time to work. Pills don't.

But another reason, as Suzanne Bertisch pointed out during the addiction-and-insomnia-meds panel, is that "primary-care physicians don't even know what CBT-I is. This is a failure of our field."

Even if general practitioners did know about CBT-I, too few therapists are trained in it, and those who are tend to have fully saturated schedules. The military, unsurprisingly, has tried to work around this problem (sleep being crucial to soldiers, sedatives being contraindicated in warfare) with CBT-I via video as well as an online program, both shown to be efficacious. But most of us are not in the Army. And while some hospitals, private companies, and the military have developed apps for CBT-I too, most people don't know about them.

For years, medication has worked for me. I've stopped beating myself up about it. If the only side effect I'm experiencing from taking 0.5 milligrams of Klonopin is being dependent on 0.5 milligrams of Klonopin, is that really such a problem?

There's been a lot of confusing noise about sleep medication over the years. "Weak science, alarming FDA black-box warnings, and media reporting have fueled an anti-benzodiazepine movement," says an editorial in the March 2024 issue of The American Journal of Psychiatry. "This has created an atmosphere of fear and stigma among patients, many of whom can benefit from such medications."

A case in point: For a long time, the public believed that benzodiazepines dramatically increased the risk of Alzheimer's disease, thanks to a 2014 study in the British Medical Journal that got the usual five-alarm-fire treatment by the media. Then, two years later, another study came along, also in the British Medical Journal, saying, Never mind, nothing to see here, folks; there appears to be no causal relationship we can discern.

That study may one day prove problematic, too. But the point is: More work needs to be done.

A different paper, however--again by Daniel Kripke, the fellow who argued that seven hours of sleep a night predicted the best health outcomes--may provide more reason for concern. In a study published in 2012, he looked at more than 10,000 people on a variety of sleep medications and found that they were several times more likely to die within 2.5 years than a matched cohort, even when controlling for a range of culprits: age, sex, alcohol use, smoking status, body-mass index, prior cancer. Those who took as few as 18 pills a year had a 3.6-fold increase. (Those who took more than 132 had a 5.3-fold one.)

John Winkelman doesn't buy it. "Really," he told me, "what makes a lot more sense is to ask, 'Why did people take these medications in the first place?' " And for what it's worth, a 2023 study funded by the National Institute on Drug Abuse and published in the Journal of the American Medical Association found that people on stable, long-term doses of a benzodiazepine who go off their medication have worse mortality rates in the following 12 months than those who stay on it. So maybe you're damned if you do, damned if you don't.

Still, I take Kripke's study seriously. Because ... well, Christ, I don't know. Emotional reasons? Because other esteemed thinkers still think there's something to it?

In my own case, the most compelling reasons to get off medication are the more mundane ones: the scratchy little cognitive impairments it can cause during the day, the risk of falls as you get older. (I should correct myself here: Falling when you're older has the potential to be not mundane, but very bad.) Medications can also cause problems with memory as one ages, even if they don't cause Alzheimer's, and the garden-variety brain termites of middle and old age are bummer enough.

And maybe most generally: Why have a drug in your system if you can learn to live without it?

My suspicion is that most people who rely on sleep drugs would prefer natural sleep.

So yes: I'd love to one day make a third run at CBT-I, with the hope of weaning off my medication, even if it means going through a hell spell of double exhaustion. CBT-I is a skill, something I could hopefully deploy for the rest of my life. Something I can't accidentally leave on my bedside table.

Some part of me, the one that's made of pessimism, is convinced that it won't work no matter how long I stick with it. But Michael Irwin, at UCLA, told me something reassuring: His research suggests that if you have trouble with insomnia or difficulty maintaining your sleep, mindfulness meditation while lying in bed can be just as effective as climbing out of bed, sitting in a chair, and waiting until you're tired enough to crawl back in--a pillar of CBT-I, and one that I absolutely despise. I do it sometimes, because I know I should, but it's lonely and freezing, a form of banishment.

And if CBT-I doesn't work, Michael Grandner, the director of the sleep-and-health-research program at the University of Arizona, laid out an alternative at SLEEP 2024: acceptance and commitment therapy, or ACT. The basic idea is exactly what the name suggests. You accept your lot. You change exactly nothing. If you can't sleep, or you can't sleep enough, or you can sleep only in a broken line, you say, This is one of those things I can't control. (One could see how such a mantra might help a person sleep, paradoxically.) You then isolate what matters to you. Being functional the next day? Being a good parent? A good friend? If sleep is the metaphorical wall you keep ramming your head against, "is your problem the wall?" Grandner asked. "Or is your problem that you can't get beyond the wall, and is there another way?"

Because there often is another way. To be a good friend, to be a good parent, to be who and whatever it is you most value--you can live out a lot of those values without adequate sleep. "When you look at some of these things," Grandner said, "what you find is that the pain"--of not sleeping--"is actually only a small part of what is getting in the way of your life. It's really less about the pain itself and more about the suffering around the pain, and that's what we can fix."

Even as I type, I'm skeptical of this method too. My insomnia was so extreme at 29, and still can be to this day, that I'm not sure I am tough enough--or can summon enough of my inner Buddha (barely locatable on the best of days)--to transcend its pain, at once towering and a bore. But if ACT doesn't work, and if CBT-I doesn't work, and if mindfully meditating and acupuncture and neurofeedback and the zillions of other things I've tried in the past don't work on their own ... well ... I'll go back on medication.

Some people will judge me, I'm sure. What can I say? It's my life, not theirs.

I'll wrap up by talking about an extraordinary man named Thomas Wehr, once the chief of clinical psychobiology at the National Institute of Mental Health, now 83, still doing research. He was by far the most philosophical expert I spoke with, quick to find (and mull) the underlayer of whatever he was exploring. I really liked what he had to say about sleep.

You've probably read the theory somewhere--it's a media chestnut--that human beings aren't necessarily meant to sleep in one long stretch but rather in two shorter ones, with a dreamy, middle-of-the-night entr'acte. In a famous 2001 paper, the historian A. Roger Ekirch showed that people in the pre-electrified British Isles used that interregnum to read, chat, poke the fire, pray, have sex. But it was Wehr who, nearly 10 years earlier, found a biological basis for these rhythms of social life, discovering segmented sleep patterns in an experiment that exposed its participants to 14 hours of darkness each night. Their sleep split in two.

Wehr now knows firsthand what it is to sleep a divided sleep. "I think what happens as you get older," he told me last summer, "is that this natural pattern of human sleep starts intruding back into the world in which it's not welcome--the world we've created with artificial light."

There's a melancholy quality to this observation, I know. But also a beauty: Consciously or not, Wehr is reframing old age as a time of reintegration, not disintegration, a time when our natural bias for segmented sleep reasserts itself as our lives are winding down.

His findings should actually be reassuring to everyone. People of all ages pop awake in the middle of the night and have trouble going back to sleep. One associates this phenomenon with anxiety if it happens in younger people, and no doubt that's frequently the cause. But it also rhymes with what may be a natural pattern. Perhaps we're meant to wake up. Perhaps broken sleep doesn't mean our sleep is broken, because another sleep awaits.

And if we think of those middle-of-the-night awakenings as meant to be, Wehr told me, perhaps we should use them differently, as some of our forebears did when they'd wake up in the night bathed in prolactin, a hormone that kept them relaxed and serene. "They were kind of in an altered state, maybe a third state of consciousness you usually don't experience in modern life, unless you're a meditator. And they would contemplate their dreams."

Night awakenings, he went on to explain, tend to happen as we're exiting a REM cycle, when our dreams are most intense. "We're not having an experience that a lot of our ancestors had of waking up and maybe processing, or musing, or let's even say 'being informed' by dreams."

We should reclaim those moments at 3 or 4 a.m., was his view. Why not luxuriate in our dreams? "If you know you're going to fall back asleep," he said, "and if you just relax and maybe think about your dreams, that helps a lot."

This assumes one has pleasant or emotionally neutral dreams, of course. But I take his point. He was possibly explaining, unwittingly, something about his own associative habits of mind--that maybe his daytime thinking is informed by the meandering stories he tells himself while he sleeps.

The problem, unfortunately, is that the world isn't structured to accommodate a second sleep or a day informed by dreams. We live unnatural, anxious lives. Every morning, we turn on our lights, switch on our computers, grab our phones; the whir begins. For now, this strange way of being is exclusively on us to adapt to. Sleep doesn't much curve to it, nor it to sleep. For those who struggle each night (or day), praying for what should be their biologically given reprieve from the chaos, the world has proved an even harsher place.

But there are ways to improve it. Through policy, by refraining from judgment--of others, but also of ourselves. Meanwhile, I take comfort in the two hunter-gatherer tribes Wehr told me about, ones he modestly noted did not confirm his hypothesis of biphasic sleep. He couldn't remember their names, but I later looked them up: the San in Namibia and the Tsimane in Bolivia. They average less than 6.5 hours of sleep a night. And neither has a word for insomnia.



This article appears in the August 2025 print edition with the headline "American Insomnia."
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'I'm Not Quite Sure How to Respond to This Presentation'

The discomfiting spectacle of RFK Jr.'s new vaccine-advisory committee

by Daniel Engber




Updated at 4:50 p.m. ET on June 29, 2025


The past three weeks have been auspicious for the anti-vaxxers. On June 9, Health Secretary Robert F. Kennedy Jr. purged the nation's most important panel of vaccine experts: All 17 voting members of the CDC's Advisory Committee on Immunization Practices (ACIP), which sets recommendations for the use of vaccines and determines which ones must be covered through insurance and provided free of charge to children on Medicaid, were abruptly fired. The small, ragtag crew of replacements that Kennedy appointed two days later met this week for the first time, amid lots of empty chairs in a conference room in Atlanta. They had come to talk about the safety of vaccines: to raise concerns about the data, to float hypotheses of harm, to issue findings.

The resulting spectacle was set against a backdrop of accelerating action from the secretary. On Wednesday, Kennedy terminated more than $1 billion in U.S. funding for Gavi, a global-health initiative that supports the vaccination of more than 65 million children every year. Lyn Redwood, a nurse practitioner and the former president of Children's Health Defense, the anti-vaccine organization that Kennedy used to chair, was just hired as a special government employee. (She presented at the ACIP meeting yesterday.) A recently posted scientific document on the ACIP website that underscored the safety of thimerosal, an ingredient in a small proportion of the nation's flu vaccines, had been taken down, a committee member said, because the document "was not authorized by the office of the secretary." (A spokesperson for the Department of Health and Human Services told me in an email that this document was provided to the ACIP members in their meeting briefing packets.)

What's clear enough is that, 61 years after ACIP's founding, America's vaccination policy is about to be recooked. Now we've had a glimpse inside the kitchen.

The meeting started with complaints. "Some media outlets have been very harsh on the new members of this committee," said Martin Kulldorff, a rangy Swedish biostatistician and noted COVID contrarian who is now ACIP's chair. (Kuldorff was one of the lead authors of the Great Barrington Declaration, a controversial proposal from the fall of 2020 to isolate seniors and other vulnerable people while reopening the rest of society.) In suggesting that he and Kennedy's other appointees are opposed to vaccination, Kulldorff said, journalists were misleading the public, weakening trust in public health, and fanning "the flames of vaccine hesitancy."

This was, in fact, the most pugnacious comment of the two-day meeting, which otherwise unfolded in a tone of fearmongering gentility. Robert Malone, a doctor and an infectious-diseases researcher who has embraced the "anti-vaccine" label and published a conspiracy-theory-laden book that details government psyops against the American people, was unfailingly polite in his frequent intimations about the safety of vaccines, often thanking CDC staff for their hard work and lucid presentations. With his thick white beard, calm affect, and soldierly diction--Malone ended many of his comments by saying "Over" into the microphone--he presented less as a firebrand than as, say, the commanding officer of a submarine.

When Malone alluded to the worry, for example, that spike proteins from the mRNA-based COVID vaccines linger in the body following injection, he did so in respectful, even deferential, language, suggesting that the public would benefit from greater study of possible "delayed effects" of immune-system activation. The CDC's traditional approach--its "world-leading, rigorous" one, he clarified--might be improved by examining this question. A subject-matter expert responded that the CDC has been keeping tabs on real-world safety data on those vaccines for nearly five years, and has not detected any signs of long-term harm.

Later, Malone implied that COVID or its treatments might have, through some unspecified, bank-shot mechanism, left the U.S. population more susceptible to other illnesses. There was a "paradoxical, sudden decrease" in flu cases in 2020 and 2021, he noted, followed by a trend of worsening harm. A CDC staffer pointed out that the decrease in flu during those years was not, in fact, a paradox; well-documented shifts in people's health behavior had temporarily reduced the load of many respiratory illnesses during that same period. But Malone pressed on: "Some members of the scientific community have concern that they're coming out of the COVID pandemic--exposure to the virus, exposure to various countermeasures--there may be a pattern of broad-based, uh, anergy," he said, his eyes darting up for a moment as he invoked a term for a diminished immune response, "that might contribute to increased severity of influenza disease." He encouraged the agency to "be sensitive to that hypothesis."

Throughout these and other questions from the committee members, the CDC's subject-matter experts did their best to explain their work and respond to scattershot technical and conceptual concerns. "The CDC staff is still attempting to operate as an evidence-based organization," Laura Morris, a professor at the University of Missouri School of Medicine, who has attended dozens of ACIP meetings in the past and attended this one as a nonvoting liaison to the committee from the American Academy of Family Physicians, told me. "There was some tension in terms of the capacity of the committee to ask and understand the appropriate methodological questions. The CDC was trying to hold it down."

That task became more difficult as the meeting progressed. "The new ACIP is an independent body composed of experienced medical and public health experts who evaluate evidence, ask hard questions, and make decisions based on scientific integrity," the HHS spokesperson told me. "Bottom line: This process reflects open scientific inquiry and robust debate, not a pre-scripted narrative." The most vocal questioner among the new recruits--and the one who seemed least beholden to a script--was the MIT business-school professor Retsef Levi, a lesser-known committee appointee who sat across the table from Malone. A scruffy former Israel Defense Forces intelligence officer with a ponytail that reached halfway down his back, Levi's academic background is in data modeling, risk management, and organizational logistics. He approached the proceedings with a swaggering incredulity, challenging the staffers' efforts and pointing out the risks of systematic errors in their thinking. (In a pinned post on his X profile, Levi writes that "the evidence is mounting and indisputable that mRNA vaccines cause serious harm including death"--a position entirely at odds with copious data presented at the meeting.)

Shortly before the committee's vote to recommend a new, FDA-approved monoclonal antibody for preventing RSV in infants, Levi noted that he'd spent some time reviewing the relevant clinical-trial data for the drug and another like it, and found some worrying patterns in the statistics surrounding infant deaths. "Should we not be concerned that maybe there are some potential safety signals?" he asked. But these very data had already been reviewed, at great length, in multiple settings: by the FDA, in the course of drug approval, and by the dozens of members of ACIP's relevant work group for RSV, which had, per the committee's standard practice, conducted its own staged analysis of the new treatment before the meeting and reached consensus that its benefits outweighed its risks. Levi was uncowed by any reference to this prior work. "I'm a scientist, but I'm also a father of six kids," he told the group; speaking as a father, he said, he personally would be concerned about the risk of harm from this new antibody for RSV.

In the end, Levi voted against recommending the antibody, as did Vicky Pebsworth, who is on the board of an anti-vaccine organization and holds a Ph.D. in public health and nursing. The five other members voted yes. That 5-2 vote aside, the most contentious issue on the meeting's schedule concerned the flu shots in America that contain thimerosal, which has been an obsession of the anti-vaccine movement for the past few decades. Despite extensive study, vaccines with thimerosal have not been found to be associated with any known harm in human patients, yet an unspecified vote regarding their use was slipped into the meeting's agenda in the absence of any work-group study or presentation from the CDC's staff scientists. What facts there were came almost exclusively from Redwood, the nurse who used to run Kennedy's anti-vaccine organization. Earlier this week, Reuters reported that at least one citation from her posted slides had been invented. That reference was removed before she spoke yesterday. (HHS did not address a request for comment on this issue in its response to me.)

The only one of Kennedy's appointees who had ever previously served on the committee--the pediatrician Cody Meissner--seemed perplexed, even pained, by the proceedings. "I'm not quite sure how to respond to this presentation," he said when Redwood finished. He went on to sum up his concerns: "ACIP makes recommendations based on scientific evidence as much as possible. And there is no scientific evidence that thimerosal has caused a problem." Alas, Meissner's warnings were for nought. Throughout the meeting, he came off as the committee's last remaining, classic "expert"--a vaccine scientist clinging to ACIP's old ways--but his frequent protestations were often bulldozed over or ignored. In the end, his was the only vote against the resolutions on thimerosal.

Throughout the two-day meeting, Kuldorff kept returning to a favorite phrase: evidence-based medicine. "Secretary Kennedy has given this committee a clear mandate to use evidence-based medicine," he said on Wednesday morning. "The purpose of this committee is to follow evidence-based medicine," he said on Wednesday afternoon. "What is important is using evidence-based medicine," he said again when the meeting reached its end. All told, I heard him say evidence-based at least 10 times during the meeting. (To be fair, critics of Kuldorff and his colleagues also love this phrase.) But the committee was erratic in its posture toward the evidence from the very start; it cast doubt on CDC analyses and substituted lay advice and intuition for ACIP's normal methods of assessing and producing expert consensus. "Decisons were made based on feelings and preferences rather than evidence," Morris told me after the meeting. "That's a dangerous way to make public-health policy."



This story originally misquoted Robert Malone's use of the term anergy as energy.
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America's Coming Smoke Epidemic

The research on what smoke does to a body is just beginning.

by Zoe Schlanger




For 49 straight days, everyone in Seeley Lake was breathing smoke. A wildfire had ignited outside the small rural community in Montana, and the plume of smoke had parked itself over the houses. Air quality plummeted. At several moments, the concentration of particulate matter in the air exceeded the upper limit of what monitors could measure.



Christopher Migliaccio, an associate professor of immunology at the University of Montana, saw an opportunity to do what few have ever done: study what happens after people get exposed to wildfire smoke. He and his team quickly cobbled together funding and drove out to Seeley Lake to get data.



That was in 2017. The researchers followed up with residents for two years after the fires, checking on their lung function. To their surprise, the worst effects didn't show up immediately, despite the heavy dose of smoke. Instead, people's lung function seemed to deteriorate later. Right after the fires, about 10 percent of the cohort had lung function that fell below the lower limit of normal. By the one-year mark, about 46 percent did. At the two-year mark, most of those people still had abnormally poor lung function. "We were very surprised," Migliaccio told me. He and his colleagues had intended to follow the residents for a third year, but then COVID hit. Instead, they tried exposing mice to wildfire smoke in a controlled lab environment. Their results pointed to a similar outcome: The worst effects took time to present.



Migliaccio's work can speak to only a single smoke event. But it is the type of event that more people in the United States are dealing with, over and over again. Until recently, wildfires that exposed large populations to smoke were a relatively rare occurrence. But that's changing: More frequent and intense wildfires are erasing or even reversing decades of gains made in American air quality in the majority of U.S. states. Across the country, from 2012 to 2022, the number of people exposed to unhealthy air from wildfire smoke increased 27-fold; one out of every four unhealthy air days in parts of the country is now a smoke day. "It is the exposure that is impacting air quality across the U.S. now more than any other pollution source," Joan Casey, an environmental epidemiologist at the University of Washington whose work helped show a link between wildfire-smoke exposure and increased risk of dementia, told me.



Yet science--to say nothing of policy--has hardly caught up with what that means for human health. "We're in the preschool stage of development," Casey said. What cumulative smoke exposure can do to a body and mind remains largely a mystery, but the few studies that do exist point to nothing good.



Plenty of research shows that respiratory distress and heart attacks spike in the event of smoke exposure; acute impacts of breathing smoke send people to the hospital and make them miss work and school. Those risks can linger for months afterward, or, in the case of the Seeley Lake cohort, for years.



Now that more people are regularly breathing smoky air over their lifetime, though, the relevant concern may no longer be what happens when a person gets one big dose of smoke; rather, it may be what happens when they are exposed many times. How much does anyone know about the long-term consequences of exposure to smoke or, worse, the long-term consequences of long-term exposure to smoke? "Very little," Marianthi-Anna Kioumourtzoglou, an environmental engineer and epidemiologist at--as of next week--Brown University, told me.



The best model for assessing wildfire-smoke exposure was developed only recently, Kioumourtzoglou and Casey told me, and, because of satellite imagery and monitoring limitations, goes back to only 2006. That means researchers have at most 20 years of data to look at in determining whether smoke could have contributed to a population's incidence of a particular illness. Latency periods for plenty of diseases, including some cancers, can be longer. Plus, every fire is its own unique nightmare, chemically speaking. The Seeley Lake fire burned mostly trees. Add to that whole neighborhoods of cars and houses and parking lots, and the toxicity profile of the smoke changes significantly. During the Los Angeles fires in January, which burned down entire neighborhoods, noxious compounds from burning plastics and other man-made materials swirled through the air.



Scientists know a lot about the harms of regular ambient air pollution (such as the particulate matter that spews from tailpipes and factories), but wildfire smoke is chemically different--and likely worse, from a health standpoint. Its complexity is also daunting from a research perspective: Even the types of trees burned appear to affect the smoke's toxicity. In a lab study, for instance, researchers burned peat, pine needles, and several types of wood to simulate different regional forests. They found that pinewood smoke was the most mutagenic, suggesting that it might be more likely to cause cancer than other woods, and that eucalyptus smoke was the most toxic to lungs. How long the smoke stays in the air may matter too. Some research suggests that smoke becomes more toxic as it ages, which is bad news for people living downwind from smoke--in parts of the U.S. during Canadian wildfires, for instance.



And unlike our relatively steady exposure to ambient air pollution, exposure to wildfire smoke is spiky, coming in bursts, with pauses in between. That makes it hard to model, Kioumourtzoglou told me, and also introduces many questions, each of which needs research attention: Is the health impact worse if a person breathes a very high level of smoke for three days, or if they breathe a lower level for three weeks? How does the point in life at which they are exposed--as an adult with asthma, a child whose lungs were still developing, a fetus in utero--change how the smoke affects them?



Many of the attempts to even start to answer these questions depend on chance and the swift action of researchers like Migliaccio, who seize on the chance to study a fire close at hand. In the summer of 2008, for instance, Lisa Miller, who studies pulmonary immunology and toxicology at UC Davis, was in her office as wildfires sent smoke settling over the region. The air outside her office looked like thick winter fog. She  suddenly thought about the rhesus monkeys she studied at the primate research center; they had been outside in their habitat the whole time. These primates were great models for human health, so they became a case study for what happens to a smoke-exposed body.



Miller and her team studied the monkeys for the next 15 years. They found that those that were exposed to wildfire smoke as infants became adolescents with smaller, stiffer lungs than their peers born the following year, which resulted in poorer lung function and worse immune regulation. When the researchers exposed blood samples from both populations of adolescent monkeys to bacterial infection, the samples from the smoke-exposed animals responded more weakly, indicating that their immune system wasn't working as well. The smoke-exposed monkeys also slept far less, she told me: "It was absolutely stunning." Some research suggests that smoke can affect humans the same way: In 2022, a large study in China concluded that human children who had been exposed to air pollution early in life also had poorer-quality sleep. High-quality sleep is important to neurodevelopment in children, and poor sleep is associated with a range of negative health consequences across a lifetime.



What we can learn from Miller's monkeys is limited; they spend 24 hours a day outdoors, unlike humans, and they get constant medical care and perfectly tailored diets, also unlike humans. Still, rhesus monkeys are some of the closest animals to us, physiologically, and on a basic level, smoke exposure in infancy seems to have affected these monkeys' health for their entire life, Miller said.



Standard air pollution is known to have a negative impact on virtually all aspects of fertility, and for people who wish to conceive children, smoke may pose a hazard too. After wildfires in Oregon prompted an air-quality emergency in Portland in 2020, researchers looked at the sperm quality of 30 people who had their semen analyzed at a fertility clinic before and after the fires. The study was small, but the trend was clear: Motility--how well the sperm swims--went down for most of the participants. A nearly identical study in Seattle, which is still awaiting peer review, yielded a similar result. And Luke Montrose, an environmental toxicologist at Colorado State University, told me that he's seen similar results in bull sperm: He and his colleagues got records from a cattle-breeding facility in Colorado that tests bull sperm with many of the same metrics used for human sperm at a fertility clinic. Sperm that isn't up to shape gets discarded by the facility; after a wildfire in the area, more of the cattle sperm got thrown out, Montrose found. Quality must have gone down.



The results on the bull sperm are preliminary and are awaiting peer review. But in the meantime, Montrose is enrolling male firefighters in a study to learn whether their fertility is affected by their job (which forces them to breathe much higher doses of smoke than the general population). When Montrose and his colleagues exposed mice to a very high dose of wood smoke in a lab--simulating what they estimate would be the equivalent of 15 years on the job for a wildland firefighter--the mouse sperm was significantly altered at the epigenomic level, where gene expression is altered without changing the underlying DNA sequence. "Normally, in a study like this, you see a handful of sites being changed," Montrose told me; he and his colleagues found changes at more than 3,000 different sites, reflecting about 2,000 different genes. Montrose wonders what this far higher level means for the mice's fertility and for their offspring. Whether these changes are positive or negative, it appears that smoke can alter, on a deep level, the very cells involved in reproduction. "It's intriguing, but we still don't quite know what it means," Montrose said.



If smoke can affect health early in life, it also can affect life's end. Breathing smoke can cause inflammation, which is a key pathway for many neurological disorders, and research is now turning up associations between smoke and conditions that strike older people, such as Parkinson's, Casey told me. Smoke also causes premature death: more than 50,000 people in California died prematurely from wildfire smoke between 2008 and 2018, according to one estimate, and more than 11,000 people in the U.S. do so each year, according to another. Climate change is only accelerating those dynamics. As I've written before, the National Bureau of Economic Research found last year that in a worst-case warming scenario, deaths from wildfire-smoke exposure in the U.S. could top 27,000 a year by the middle of the century. That is, smoke could kill 700,000 people from now until 2055.





Burning fossil fuels has locked us into a downward spiral: Warmer temperatures mean more fires. Already, summer 2025 is poised to be a fiery one in California, only half a year after fires devastated Los Angeles. Canada has already been burning for weeks, sending smoke billowing down through the U.S. The smoke is coming for us all--each of us is now more likely to encounter it in the coming years.



That terrible reality means that researchers will have more opportunities to understand what smoke does to us. Susan Cheng, a cardiologist at Cedars-Sinai Medical Center, in Los Angeles, is now part of a major multi-institutional study of people exposed to the L.A. fires. As a cardiologist, she's well aware of the extreme heart risks associated with smoke inhalation. Breathing regular pollution over a long period can accelerate heart disease by prematurely aging blood vessels and accelerating plaque buildup in the coronary artery; at least one recent study found that people's risk of heart failure and other serious cardiac problems can persist for months after smoke exposure. If that's any indication, fire smoke is a major heart hazard.



"We really need to be closely tracking and following this," Cheng told me. "Otherwise, we will be facing a major information gap, and trying to, in hindsight, put the pieces together." She pictures asking, years down the line, "How did people get this way? How did our patients end up with these accelerated aging processes, accelerated development of these different chronic conditions?" Studies like hers--which began in January and will follow a cohort of more than 13,000 Angelenos for the next 10 years--aim to answer those questions now, before even more of the country starts having to ask them.
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Inside the Creepy, Surprisingly Routine Business of Animal Cloning

"Really and truly, a horse can be alive forever. Forever and ever."

by Bianca Bosker




Updated at 10:30 a.m. ET on June 30, 2025

Twenty-seven years ago, Ty Lawrence began to be haunted by a slab of meat.

The carcass, which he spotted at a slaughterhouse while doing research as a graduate student, defied the usual laws of nature. The best, highest-quality steaks--picture a rib eye festooned with ribbons of white fat--typically come from animals whose bodies yield a relatively paltry amount of meat, because the fat that flavors their muscles tends to correspond to an excess of blubber everywhere else. This animal, by contrast, had tons of fat, but only where it would be delicious. "In my world," Lawrence told me, "people would say, 'That's a beautiful carcass.' "

As Lawrence watched the beef being wheeled toward a meat grader that day, an idea hit him: We should clone that. 

The technology existed. A couple of years earlier, in 1996, scientists at the Roslin Institute, in Scotland, had cloned Dolly the sheep. Lawrence lacked the funds or stature to make it happen, but he kept thinking about that beautiful carcass, and the lost potential to make more like it.

He was gathering data at another slaughterhouse in 2010 when, late one evening, he spotted two carcasses resembling the outlier he'd seen years before. Lawrence--by then an animal-science professor at West Texas A&M University--immediately called the head of his department. It was nearly 11 p.m. and his boss was already in bed, but Lawrence made his pitch anyway: He wanted to reverse engineer an outstanding steak by bringing superior cuts of meat back to life. He would clone the dead animals, and then mate the clones. "Think of our project as one in which you're crossbreeding carcasses," he told me.

A few years later, Lawrence and his team turned two tiny cubes of meat, sliced off exceptional beef carcasses at a packing plant, into one cloned bull and three cloned heifers. After breeding the bull with the heifers, Lawrence slaughtered the offspring to assess the quality of the meat, and found it to be just as terrific as the originals'. The next generation's meat was even better than that--superior, even, to that of animals bred from the cattle industry's top bulls.

Ranchers who are keen to mimic Lawrence's results have since bought thousands of straws of semen from his bulls. One even tried to purchase his entire stock of sperm and animals, though Lawrence declined. The clones' offspring and their offspring have, in turn, entered the food supply. "The progeny of the clones would've been eaten by, oh, I don't know, tens of thousands, hundreds of thousands of people," Lawrence said. Of the four original clones, two have died of old age. The remaining two are still on the university's ranch--"grazing, drinking water, living their best second life," Lawrence told me.

Increasing numbers of animals are getting a similar do-over. In the three decades since Dolly proved that a fully grown mammal could essentially be reborn, cloning has proliferated. By now, nearly 60 different species and subspecies have been cloned, including fruit flies, fish, frogs, ferrets, French bulldogs, and monkeys, a feat long thought to be nearly impossible, given the architecture of primate eggs.

Read: The truth about Dolly the cloned sheep

Once confined to research labs, the technology has become reliable and lucrative enough to be the basis for companies around the world, which are churning out clones of super-sniffing police dogs, prizewinning show camels, pigs for organ transplantation, and "high-genomic-scoring" livestock--which is to say, ultra-lactating dairy cows and uncommonly tasty beef cattle. The top-ranked polo player, Adolfo Cambiaso, has more than 100 clones of his best horses and once won a match riding six copies of the same mare at different points throughout the competition. At a 2023 championship game, all four members of his team rode clones of that mare to face off against their opponents--who were mounted on the clones' offspring. A video homage to the cloned horse listed her birth and death dates as "3 February 2001-[?]."

The public hasn't necessarily warmed to this genetic tinkering, which strikes many as creepy: As of 2023, a majority of Americans opposed cloning, in almost equal numbers as when Dolly was born. But whether or not they realize it, many thousands of clones have already been produced as the cloning process has become more and more routine. "We passed the number of where we kept track a long time ago," says Diane Broek, an embryologist and a sales manager at Trans Ova Genetics, which specializes in cloning livestock. If you want a clone today, you'll probably have to join a waiting list.

Many clones start their lives as a paste of bloody cells in a mirrored-window storefront that sits between a quilt shop and Diamond S Rustic Decor in Whitesboro, Texas (population 3,852, according to a road sign). Whitesboro is the headquarters of ViaGen Pets & Equine, the world's leading producer of cloned cats, dogs, and horses. "That's what we usually get: It's like, 'You do what in there?' " a receptionist said when I visited this past fall.

ViaGen's waiting area had the antiseptic comfort of a doctor's office, complete with several magazines on animal husbandry and a struggling houseplant. Beyond that was a long corridor flanked by brightly lit rooms that held lab equipment, freezers, and several of the embryologists who are among ViaGen's nearly two dozen full-time employees.

Technically, a clone is a genetic replica of another living creature that is "made"--professional cloners refer to themselves as making animals--without any of the sexual athletics that traditionally accompany reproduction. This level of human control over the biological order of things has provoked concern that these companies are playing God. In an effort to dispel misgivings about the technology, cloning firms have almost universally adopted the tagline that a clone is "an identical twin born at a later date."

The late billionaire founder of the University of Phoenix established ViaGen in 2002 by licensing patents from the lab that cloned Dolly. Eventually, his family's mutt was cloned four times. (This was done by a lab in South Korea, as ViaGen wasn't yet offering pet cloning.)

Cloning has since been embraced by wealthy clients accustomed to having their desires catered to exactly. Past ViaGen customers include Barbra Streisand, who received three clones of her late Coton de Tulear dog, and the family of Pablo Escobar, which cloned a horse.


Frozen clone embryos are stored using liquid nitrogen. (Brian Finke for The Atlantic)



ViaGen's office is hung with dozens of portraits of saucer-eyed kittens and bow-tie-wearing puppies--all made in its lab. "Lasting Love" is the company's slogan, and its website features nearly 200 endorsements from pet owners, such as the grieving companion of the late Ceaser the cat, who writes, "What's a splurge on luxury items when you can bring back a piece of your heart that you thought was broken forever." The lasting love does not come cheap: $50,000 for a cat or dog, or $85,000 for a horse, payable online via credit card with all the ease of buying a blender. Once cloning is complete, the company provides clients with a DNA test, performed by an independent lab, confirming that the resulting baby is, in fact, a clone.

ViaGen eagerly shares the emotional rewards of cloning, but it can be less forthcoming with certain details about the process itself. To copy your animal, you must first send ViaGen a few pieces of its flesh, which will be used to grow new cells to supply the DNA for the clone. If the so-called founder animal is still alive, ViaGen suggests a sunflower-seed-size patch of skin from someplace it won't be missed, such as the abdomen. If the clonee is dead, the company requires a sliver of ear--"For some reason, that grows really, really well," a ViaGen technician told me--which should be sliced off within five days of the animal's death and kept chilled but not frozen to avoid being damaged. Exceptions can be made. Once, a customer sent in the room-temperature scrotum of a sheep that had been dead for nearly a week.

Your animal's tissue will be minced with a scalpel, bathed in a solution of nutrients and antibiotics, then put into an incubator that mimics the environment of the mammalian body. "Each one of the cells in there has the blueprint to make an animal," Shawn Walker, ViaGen's chief science officer, told me as we bent over an incubator to inspect a clear plastic flask where thousands of dog skin cells were proliferating in pink goo. The growing cells need to be regularly supplied with the nutrient mixture, and the incubator was fluttering with Post-it-note reminders to "feed Thursday."

After about a week in the incubator, ViaGen will harvest a minimum of 1 million cells from the flask--a sample that, in theory, could be grown and regrown to make an infinite number of copies of the original animal. ViaGen will then freeze the cells until the client is ready to clone. Currently, ViaGen's record for the most clones for a single customer is 50 horses, the company's CEO, Blake Russell, told me. "And there have been lots of clients"--who also cloned horses--"in the 20s."

Although ViaGen says it has introduced its own refinements over the years, the cloning process, called somatic cell nuclear transfer, still follows the same basic steps first developed in 1952 by researchers in Philadelphia to copy a frog embryo. It requires removing an unfertilized egg (an oocyte) from a donor animal, then wiping it clean of its own DNA so it can carry the clone's. Working at a microscope beside a photo of Paris Hilton posing poolside with her cloned Chihuahua, a ViaGen lab technician uses a glass-tipped pipette to suck out the oocyte's genetic material and, in its place, insert one of your animal's newly grown cells, which contains its DNA--and thus all the information, from fur hue to leg length, to grow a twin.

When animals mate the old-fashioned way, sperm cells have to contribute their genetic information to the oocyte; in this case, they're irrelevant. The lab technician zaps the egg with a static-electricity-strength electrical pulse that stimulates it to divide, and after a few more days in a body-temperature incubator, you have the embryo of a future clone. Dog, cat, and horse embryos are each kept in separate units. "We wouldn't want a mix-up," Walker said.

Now you need an animal to impregnate.


The cloning process, called somatic cell nuclear transfer, still follows the same basic steps first developed in 1952 to copy a frog embryo. (Brian Finke for The Atlantic)



For this, ViaGen frequently turns to a 70-year-old veterinarian named Gregg Veneklasen, who, in his 22 years working with the company, has had extensive experience dealing with the most contentious and least publicized parts of the cloning process: supplying eggs and wombs, and, when all goes well, delivering healthy baby animals.

Veneklasen, whose chest-length gray beard and rotating aloha shirts bring to mind Moses by way of Margaritaville, runs a vet clinic with a lived-in homeyness that is a far cry from ViaGen's buttoned-up operation. Located just outside Amarillo, Texas, a landscape of such unending red flatness that it looks like it was created by copy and paste, the clinic has bookshelves overflowing with animal bones; its floor is covered with stacks of textbooks, and its waiting room is presided over by a pair of languid tortoises. While scientists at ViaGen's headquarters handle the sterile lab work involved in cloning, Veneklasen and his colleagues--including a pair of identical twins he calls "my human clones"--are busy ultrasounding fetuses with their arms up mares' rectums and watching newborns take their first wobbly steps.

One morning, I arrived at Veneklasen's office to find him sitting at his desk in the dark with blood on his work boots and crimson smears of placenta in his beard, wearing the same aloha shirt he'd had on the day before. He'd been at the clinic since 4:30 a.m. helping a mare deliver a clone, the second version of the same bucking horse born in as many days. "It's pretty cool," said Veneklasen of the newborn. "That thing was a piece of skin."

Though Veneklasen specializes in horses, including million-dollar rodeo mounts and champion polo ponies, his fascination with reproduction has inspired him to tackle more offbeat cloning projects with ViaGen, including big-antlered deer for sport hunters, an endangered Przewalski's horse for the San Diego Zoo, cattle for Ty Lawrence's study at West Texas A&M, and genetically modified feral pigs with bright-orange snouts (to tell them apart from regular swine)--hundreds of animals in total.

Veneklasen guided me into a barn crowded with knee-high metal canisters that together contained a small cavalry of frozen clone embryos from ViaGen awaiting transfer into mares. He opened the top of one container, which spewed clouds of liquid-nitrogen vapor as he removed a metal basket of what looked like plastic coffee stirrers, each with a yellowish-white lump at the bottom: the embryo. Later, I'd watch a vet thread a thin stainless-steel syringe through a mare's vagina, then deposit the embryo in her uterus with the push of a plunger.

Veneklasen had started saving each straw as a keepsake after it had been emptied, and dozens of them were taped to one wall of his barn, like baby photos at a pediatrician's office. "There's a Whistle, there's a Bobby Joe," he said, reading the names of cloned horses handwritten on the straws. "There's another Whistle--they wanted tons of Whistles." He rattled off a couple more, then immediately backtracked and asked me not to print one of the names. "This guy--I don't know why, but he doesn't want anybody to know."

Plenty of people won't cop to owning clones, or making them. ViaGen works with a variety of contractors, which it calls "production partners," to source oocytes and surrogate females for the animals they clone, but aside from Veneklasen, most prefer to remain anonymous. "They're a little nervous about maybe being associated with us," Russell, the CEO, said. Many scientists who work with clones withhold the location of their facilities out of concern that they will be targeted by animal-rights activists. ViaGen does the same with the kennels where it keeps cloned pets, Russell told me, fearing "sabotage."

A Gallup survey from 2023, the most recent year for which data are available, found that 61 percent of Americans considered animal cloning "morally wrong"--a number that has held steady over the past two decades, even as the technology has progressed. Enabling a mortal creature to be born anew, ad infinitum, seems to some like human overreach, and cloning can involve biological tinkering that feels unsettling. In 2002, researchers tried to clone giant pandas by injecting their genetic material into rabbit oocytes, which they then implanted into a cat. (It didn't work.) Even the more pedestrian cloning procedures often jumble breeds together in a way that lends birth a jack-in-the-box quality, as if anything might come out. To keep up with demand, ViaGen will regularly put several dog embryos from multiple clients into a single surrogate--meaning that, as a ViaGen employee told Wired last year, a beagle could theoretically "give birth to a litter of a cloned Chihuahua, a cloned Yorkie, a cloned miniature pinscher."


Blake Russell, the CEO of ViaGen, has a 1,000-acre ranch near Whitesboro, Texas, that includes multiple air-conditioned barns for the comfort of cloned foals. (Brian Finke for The Atlantic)



And that's when everything goes as hoped. Opponents of cloning object that it does not reliably produce healthy animals. ViaGen doesn't publish its data on the grounds that doing so would reveal proprietary information. Russell did tell me that 60 to 70 percent of ViaGen's cloned horse embryos will, after being transferred, result in a pregnancy--a success rate on par with the industry standard for regular embryo transfers. Yet cloned mammals that make it to term have been born with enlarged tongues, abnormal kidneys, overdeveloped muscles, defective hearts, and malformed brains, among other ailments. Kheiron, an Argentine company that clones horses, told Vanity Fair in 2015 that a quarter of its foals suffered from "serious or fatal health issues."

Veneklasen told me that in the early days of cloning, he'd seen problems along these lines. "Fifteen years ago, it was hell," he said. "They had big umbilical cords. And, some, they were contracted"--meaning the tendons of foals' legs were unable to fully extend. But in the past decade, he said, "I haven't seen any of that." A 2016 study of 13 cloned sheep, including four Dolly clones, found them all aging normally. The latest evidence suggests that if a clone is born healthy, it will live as long and as well as any regular peer.

These days, cloning works well enough that companies often wind up with more animals than they need. Scientists' inability to predict exactly how many embryos will make it, paired with customers' impatience to get the animal they ordered, can lead to the implantation of extra embryos--say, six to eight to get a single puppy. At ViaGen, these "overproduction animals" will be offered at a discount to the client or adopted by an employee, Russell said. (A ViaGen spokesperson stressed that the company does not euthanize extra clones.)

Even if a clone is born healthy, other animals can suffer along the way. To create the first cloned dog, in 2005, South Korean researchers extracted eggs from dozens of females, then surgically implanted 1,095 embryos into 123 dogs--yielding only two cloned puppies, one of which died of pneumonia shortly after birth. The process has since become more efficient, but harvesting oocytes and transferring embryos to dogs' wombs still requires them to undergo surgery.

Read: Are pet cloners happy with their choice?

In a paddock a short walk away from the frozen embryos, Veneklasen kept nearly 60 "recipient mares"--"recips" for short--which kicked up dust and nuzzled the dirt while they waited to have eggs removed, embryos implanted, or foals delivered. I watched one of Veneklasen's twin colleagues, with the efficiency of a line cook, ultrasound several dozen horses to monitor gestating clones or check mares' ovulation cycles, which the clinic controls with hormone injections that bring them into heat more quickly than usual so they can carry more foals.

Veneklasen argues that cloning is "zero inhumane." Almost all of his recips are rescues, he told me--mostly quarter horses that didn't work out as mounts and, instead of being slaughtered across the border (the practice is effectively illegal in the U.S.), have been conscripted into a life of perpetual reproduction. "She's had 13 babies, and we just put them"--new embryos--"right back in," he said, pointing to a 22-year-old mare.

The surrogates are indisputably seen as more disposable than the clones they carry. One of the twins, Hannah Looman, described rescuing a clone by performing a C-section on a pregnant recip, which died from the surgery. "Unfortunately, the clone is going to be way more valuable than the mare, so we've got to focus on saving the clone first," she told me.

The mares I saw at Veneklasen's clinic had glossy coats and well-nourished flanks. Besides being healthy, a recip's key qualification is to be "just sweet," Veneklasen said. ViaGen's dog and cat surrogates, which include a range of breeds to accommodate offspring of varying sizes, are generally not rescues, but are specifically bred to be "docile," with good maternal instincts, Russell told me. (The company gets cat oocytes from spay clinics it sponsors, and buys dog eggs from vets and breeders.)

Cloning has sparked fears that we could copy our way to a dangerously limited gene pool. But ViaGen has actually experimented with using the process to reintroduce genetic diversity into inbred populations of endangered species, such as the black-footed ferret. A female ferret's cells were frozen at the San Diego Zoo after her death in 1988. Later, she was cloned; one of her clones was mated to a male and, in November, birthed two healthy kits. The endangered Przewalski's horse that Veneklasen helped ViaGen clone has yielded two colts--both copies of a stallion born in 1975--that will be bred with mares at the San Diego Zoo. Other labs have cloned rare species such as gaur and bantengs.

As if to settle the question of clones' well-being, Veneklasen brought me over to see the two recently delivered foals, both less than 48 hours old, that had been cloned from a bucking horse buried not far from the recips' pasture. A clone's markings can differ slightly from the original's because of the way pigmented skin cells develop in utero, and the younger colt has a white star on its forehead that its predecessor did not. Hannah Looman and her identical twin--both with long, dark hair and wearing matching jeans with zippered vests over long-sleeved shirts--sat cuddling the younger newborn in its stall. "People get really freaked out by cloning, but you just have to say to them, 'It's no different than identical twins,' " Looman told me.

Veneklasen insists that spending time around clones is enough to convince anyone of cloning's merits. "I mean, all you have to do is go outside and start petting animals," he told me. "And everybody's like, 'Man, this is cooler than heck! That horse has been dead for five years, and yet, there he is.' "

Leslie Butzer cloned her first horse six years ago, but she's been a reproduction enthusiast for much longer. She has six children, about 40 or 50 horses ("I don't count or I have to tell my husband"), and three stables, where she's constantly striving to breed "the best ponies in the country"--a goal she reiterated to me four times. "People call me 'Mother Earth,' " Butzer told me by phone from her home in Florida. "I like to breed myself. I like to breed ponies."

Breeders have long intervened in the process of natural selection, deliberately mating animals to ensure that their offspring can produce more milk or fit into our purses. But even the most carefully orchestrated pairing yields a genetic unknown, whereas cloning guarantees an exact replica of a top animal. This has made it an enticing tool for professional breeders, and cloning firms' clients range from family farms to biotech companies. "Did I mention this is addicting?" one pork farmer wrote in a testimonial for Trans Ova, the livestock-cloning firm. Some breeders have even introduced gene editing in an effort to further upgrade their animals--manipulating bovine DNA, for example, to make drought-resistant cows. This process makes use of the same technology developed for cloning, although here the oocyte's genetic material is replaced with cells from an animal whose DNA has been modified for desirable traits.


The waiting area at ViaGen's office in Whitesboro (Brian Finke for The Atlantic)



Butzer's husband and daughter, who are both vets, have helped numerous clients clone their pets, but Butzer first got interested in using the technology herself after striking up a conversation with a ViaGen employee at a veterinary conference. Soon after, she called Blake Russell to discuss her exceptional pony Rico Suave. Then 18, solidly middle-aged in equine years, Rico was clever, athletic, and sound--everything Butzer wanted in a horse. Ponies of this caliber can be leased for as much as $250,000 a year, and in the decade that she'd owned him, Butzer had made about $2 million leasing him to riders, including the Bloomberg family. Rico's only shortcomings: He was mortal and had no testicles.

Like most stallions, Rico had been castrated to make him more docile. But because cloning replicates only what's encoded in DNA--and none of the physical changes an animal experiences post-birth--Rico Suave II was born fully intact and is, at age four, a father of three with two more on the way. Even now, this strikes Veneklasen as something of a magic trick: "Sperm from a gelding!" he hooted as we watched the ungelded clone of a castrated horse ejaculate into a plastic sleeve held by one of the identical twins. (Some equestrian disciplines, such as thoroughbred racing, do not allow clones to compete; others, such as rodeo, show jumping, and polo, have embraced the practice.)

Far more livestock than pets are cloned annually, and for reasons more practical than sentimental. The FDA approved the sale of meat and milk from clones in 2008, though cloned livestock are typically born to be bred, not slaughtered; their value lies in propagating their genes. Take Apple, a copper-colored Holstein with an imperious pout and a mammary system of near-bouncy-castle proportions. Mike Deaver, a former dairy farmer, told me he became "completely obsessed" with Apple after seeing the then-two-year-old heifer at a nearby farm in Wisconsin in 2006. Deaver recalled having less than $1,000 at the time, but he scraped together $60,000--an astronomical sum for such a young heifer--to buy her. Within a few months, he had skin samples taken so he could get her cloned.

Apple quickly distinguished herself: She was unusually fit, produced as much milk as top cows, and, at the 2011 World Dairy Expo, won Grand Champion in her division, a prize that recognizes the best genetics in a breed. With Trans Ova, Deaver made nine clones of Apple, essentially stockpiling her DNA. Then he began selling the genetic material to dairy farmers. They bought offspring ($190,000 for Apple's first heifer), clones (as much as $50,000 each), and semen from her bull calves (which, at $50 a straw, brought in about $3 million). Apple now has descendants in more than 100 countries. "I'm going to say she generated us $10 million," Deaver said. Apple's genetics were so impressive that at the 2013 World Dairy Expo, one of her clones took the top award, Apple came in second, and Apple's daughter placed third.

Thanks to cloning, an exceptional creature's genetics are no longer in short supply--"We make the irreplaceable animals replaceable" is a Trans Ova sales pitch--and this has complicated the issue of who owns what. "With five minutes with a horse in the stall, I could get enough DNA to have it cloned," simply by slicing off some of its skin, one breeder and ViaGen client told me. Cambiaso, the polo player, sued a former business partner, alleging that he'd violated their agreement to make "limited first-edition clones" of Cambiaso's top horse by selling "unauthorized" copies to competitors. Cambiaso argued that this constituted a misappropriation of his trade secrets. After a jury sided with Cambiaso, a judge required the business partner to return every clone, as well as all the tissue samples that had been used to make them.

En route to Blake Russell's ranch, a 1,000-acre property near Whitesboro that includes multiple air-conditioned barns for the comfort of cloned foals, Russell pulled over beside a fenced-in field and hopped out. "Let me show you something cool," he said.

Inside the pasture were seven clones of the same mare, all two years old or younger and being kept for a polo client. The chocolate-brown fillies looked so similar, it felt like a trick of the eye, although it was their behavior that caught me off guard. Instead of scattering around the meadow, they all grazed in a clump, and when they saw us walking through the pasture, they trotted over, moving in unison like a murmuration of starlings. Each one explored me in the same affable way as they took turns sniffing my sneakers, notebook, and hair. All seven trailed us back to the car.

To many of ViaGen's clients, cloning is appealing because of the potential they see to replicate an animal's physical and mental makeup. ViaGen's website assures customers that a clone can share the original's temperament and intelligence. But some people have come to believe that clones get even more from the founder animal than that: They theorize that past experiences can be recorded in an organism's cells through a process they refer to as "cellular memory," and transmitted just like eye color. "There's not a scientist in the world who will agree with me, except that I've seen it," Veneklasen said.


Norman, Winston, Sven, Fred, and George are all clones of a horse named Dynamo. (Amy Lynn Powell for The Atlantic)



The cloning community abounds in anecdotes: six-month-old puppies that supposedly complete agility courses as well as a five-year-old dog would; horses with the founder animal's same fear of garden hoses or antipathy toward men. ViaGen studiously avoids making promises about cellular memory, which remains firmly a theory. Only a handful of studies have compared the behavior of clones with more traditionally bred animals, and these have found negligible differences. A 2003 paper that analyzed nine cloned pigs found that their habits and preferences varied as much as--and in some cases more than--those of eight naturally bred pigs. To what degree anyone's behavior is shaped by genetics versus other factors continues to be a mystery, one I couldn't help thinking of as I watched the identical twins at Veneklasen's clinic doing their rounds. "It is funny: We both ended up doing the same thing," Looman told me. "I don't think we would've thought that."

When a beloved horse dies, Veneklasen said, he and his twin colleagues "always tell each other, 'She'll be back.' " Our tendency to project a consistency of behavior onto copied creatures speaks to what people are eager to see in them: that they are the animal we treasured, back again for another round at life. A clone can't resurrect the original. But in a way, it can ensure that the original never dies. "Really and truly, a horse can be alive forever. Forever and ever," Veneklasen told me. It's hard not to wonder whether we will turn that technology on ourselves.

In 2014, a team of researchers in California removed skin cells from a 75-year-old man, implanted his DNA into four dozen oocytes taken from human egg donors, and successfully created a cloned human embryo that developed into stem cells--the precursor to a fully fledged fetus. Neither that embryo nor several others that were made were transferred into a womb; the hope is that the technology could one day be used to, say, grow you a new kidney in a lab. But human cloning is no longer such a hypothetical.

Russell told me that ViaGen has been approached by people keen to explore it. But, he said, "we try to make it very clear our door is not even cracked open for that discussion."

More than 80 percent of Americans consider human cloning "morally wrong," although 12 percent now approve of it--a number that has ticked up over the past two decades. Some proponents argue that in the interest of discovery and progress, science should never be hemmed in. But from the moment Dolly the sheep was unveiled, cloning has rattled people's faith in scientists to self-regulate. "I'm trying to think of any single announcement short of the atomic bomb that made people as nervous," a bioethicist told me.

Certainly, the risk of public condemnation hasn't been enough to prevent some determined individuals from experimenting with human cloning. At least four different people or groups have, since the early 2000s, claimed to be working toward the goal. These include one of the senior-most leaders of a cult, an Italian physician sentenced to prison for drugging a nurse and harvesting her eggs, and a South Korean scientist who faked data and was convicted of embezzlement and ethics violations in a case that revealed women had been paid to donate their eggs for his experiments. None of them, as far as we know, has succeeded in copying a person.

From the June 2002 issue: Cloning Trevor

But what's actually stopping anybody from trying to clone themselves or someone else? In the United States, human cloning is legal at the federal level. Although some states outlaw the practice, more than two dozen others, including Texas, Florida, and Pennsylvania, have no prohibitions. The U.S. government does not allow the use of federal dollars for human cloning. But given the appetite for immortality among Silicon Valley elites and others, private funding might be relatively easy to come by. "You don't need that much to try human cloning," says Hank Greely, the director of the Center for Law and the Biosciences at Stanford University. "You need an IVF clinic, basically, and a small lab." (He added that it would be "deeply wrong and unethical" to attempt it.)

I spoke with one person who remains eager to give it a go. Panayiotis Zavos, a fertility specialist in Kentucky, claimed in 2009 that a human clone was forthcoming: He said he had, at an undisclosed location, implanted 11 cloned human embryos into the wombs of four women. Whether he really did this is unclear; no babies were born. Though he is not actively pursuing cloning research now, Zavos told me, he's still interested in copying a person. He wouldn't say what he would need to restart his efforts, for fear of being inundated with requests. "The activity can be turned on by a switch by tomorrow, if need be," he said. Only a few hours before we spoke, he said, he'd received a call from a German woman dying of liver cancer who was curious to explore whether she could twin herself and leave her clone her fortune. That, or harvest its liver.



This article appears in the July 2025 print edition with the headline "The Clones Are Here." It originally stated that Panayiotis Zavos was a physician. In fact, Zavos has a doctorate of reproductive physiology.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2025/07/animal-cloning-industry/682892/?utm_source=feed
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The Worst Kind of Writing About Young Adulthood

On finding the line between ogling and empathizing

by Faith Hill




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


The writers of The Atlantic have a long history of fretting about the youths.

Take one 1925 article, which began with a call for reason: a promise to judge fairly whether modern young adults were truly as delinquent as everyone seemed to be saying. "They are under suspicion on the counts of, briefly, dancing, drinking, kissing, motoring alone and often at night ('alone' means two together)," the author, identified only as "A Professor," declared. "In the case of girls, dress is included, or rather, going about with legs and arms bared."

Of the drinking charge, young people seemed to be absolved. Certainly they were imbibing, but less than their elders--and they'd developed new etiquette to keep things under control. ("A really nice girl may drink cocktails in public," the writer explained, "but not whiskey and soda.") On the other counts, unfortunately, the Professor didn't let them off so easily: "Legs are no more interesting than noses" when young ladies wear skirts this short. "The sad truth is that the human frame has ceased to be romantic." Oh, and this new generation, in addition to diluting sex appeal, reportedly lacked intellectual curiosity. Also emotion: "There seems no doubt that these young things feel less, on the whole, and do more, than once did we."

That was just one story in a whole canon of writing, published here and elsewhere, that has professed concern for young people--but with an undercurrent of condescension, even disdain. In a 1975 classic of the genre, the conservative journalist Midge Decter described the young hippies around her as coddled to the point of incompetence, having used the idea of a countercultural movement to get away with doing nothing much at all. "Heaped with largesse both of the pocketbook and of the spirit," she wrote, "the children yet cannot find themselves."

All those writers who peer at the youths, squinting through their binoculars and scribbling in their notepads, make up an embarrassing lineage. Recently, I've been wondering if I'm part of it. I write fairly often about Gen Z, sometimes worriedly--but I'm a Millennial. I didn't have iPads around when I was a child; I wasn't scrolling on Instagram in middle school. I'd already graduated college and made new friends in a new city when the pandemic hit. I'm still examining contemporary young adulthood from the inside, I've told myself. But a few days ago, I turned 30. Technically, I'm in a new life phase now: "established adulthood."

Where's the line between ogling and empathizing? And how do you describe trends--which are broad by definition--without using too broad a brush? The young people of the 1970s arguably were, on the whole, more interested in challenging norms than their parent's generation had been; that seems worth documenting. Any dysfunction that came along with that may have been worth noting too. (Joan Didion clearly thought so.) Likewise, the Professor wasn't wrong that social mores were transforming with each successive generation. Legs were becoming more like noses, and that's the honest truth.

The task, I think, is to write with humility and nuance--to cast young adults not as hopelessly lost or uniquely brilliant and heroic, but just as people, dealing with the particular challenges and opportunities of their day. In 1972, The Atlantic published a letter from a father who jokingly wondered how the youths described in the papers could possibly be the same species as his children. "Not long ago the president of Yale University said in the press that when the young are silent it means they are feeling 'a monumental scorn' for political hypocrisy," he wrote. "When my son, Willard, Jr., is silent, I am never sure what it means, but I believe that he has his mind considerably on sexual matters and on methods of developing the flexor muscles of his upper arms." Readers have always been able to tell the difference between real curiosity and zoological scrutinizing. They know when a stereotype rings hollow.

Just rifle through the five pages of responses to Decter's story, which The Atlantic published with headlines such as "Sentimental Kitsch," "Hideous Cliches," and--my personal favorite--"Boring and Irrelevant." One reader told Decter, with bite, not to worry so much about those wild children who weren't settling down in their jobs and houses like good boys and girls. "Rest assured," he wrote, "my generation will be like hers--led by the silent, nervous superachievers, intent on their material goal, lacking the time to question the madness of their method."

The characterization is cutting. But that letter also raises another good point: Young people are not immune to oversimplifying, either. They'll eventually get old enough to write about their elders, and to include their own sweeping generalizations and nuggets of truth. "I wonder what will be written in 1995 about our children. I get the feeling we will make the same mistakes," another reader wrote to Decter. "For isn't that the American way?"






This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/newsletters/archive/2025/07/adults-have-always-wondered-if-the-kids-are-alright/683412/?utm_source=feed
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The Trend Disrupting Conventional Housing Wisdom

A conversation with Roge Karma about whether the Sun Belt is going the way of Los Angeles and San Francisco

by Stephanie Bai


Single-family homes in a residential neighborhood in San Marcos, Texas (Jordan Vonderhaar / Bloomberg / Getty)



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.


Conventional housing wisdom dictates that if you can't afford Los Angeles or New York City, try Austin or Atlanta. For years, astronomical prices, labyrinthine zoning laws, and dwindling square footage have driven renters and homeowners out of big coastal cities in droves. Their search for more affordable zip codes has frequently landed them in the Sun Belt, a region that stretches across America's Southeast and Southwest.

But where some people struck housing gold, others are now seeing diminishing returns. In a recent story titled "The Whole Country Is Starting to Look Like California," my colleague Roge Karma reported that "over the past decade, the median home price has increased by 134 percent in Phoenix, 133 percent in Miami, 129 percent in Atlanta, and 99 percent in Dallas"--and these rates outpace New York, Los Angeles, and San Francisco. Maybe Sun Belt cities aren't as different from their coastal counterparts as we once thought. I spoke with Roge to figure out what that might mean for the rest of the country.



Stephanie Bai: You point to research suggesting that housing development in Sun Belt cities right now is at a similar point to big coastal cities 20 years ago. How does this trend challenge what experts thought they knew about those regions?

Roge Karma: The way that experts think about the U.S. housing market is really a tale of two housing markets. The commonly held opinion, and it's been borne out by the data, is that it is really hard to build housing on the coasts, where anti-growth liberals impose excessive land-use regulations and zoning laws. Then you have the second housing market, which is the Sun Belt. This includes cities such as Miami and Phoenix and Dallas and Austin, which are building a seemingly endless supply of cheap housing under what appear to be looser regulations.

But lately, you're seeing prices spike in the same areas that used to be a refuge from spiking prices. Over the past 25 years, the rate of housing production in some major Sun Belt cities has fallen by half or more. Our housing market used to work in a very specific way: A problem on the coast was being solved by this pressure-release valve in the Sun Belt. But now that pressure-release valve is getting cut off.

Stephanie: How can the Sun Belt avoid looking like the next California?

Roge: One thing that became really clear to me was that these places that seem so different are actually suffering from the same affliction. I was surprised to find that the zoning regulations in some Sun Belt cities weren't actually that much better than those in the coastal cities--that a lot of laws on the books were very similar and very restrictive. The way that Sun Belt cities were able to get around it was just by sprawling, and now that they're starting to hit the limits of their sprawl, those same laws are a lot more binding.

Stephanie: Another big factor you cite for why development has slowed in the Sun Belt is NIMBYism. You described it as "the seemingly universal human tendency to put down roots and then oppose new development." That psychology is fascinating to me--why do you think that impulse is so universal?

Roge: One explanation is pure and simple economics. In America, people's fortunes are largely bound up in their homes. If you allow a lot of development around you, the value of your home could fall.

A second dynamic, and I've been influenced here by a paper by David Broockman and others, is an aesthetic one. Their research found that homeowners in cities are less opposed to new development than renters outside of cities are. Their explanation is that a lot of your position on new development comes down to your aesthetic preferences. I live in a neighborhood in D.C. that has high-rises everywhere. I moved there because I like density, and I like what it brings--diversity, good restaurants--whereas someone who moves to a suburb of Dallas might have moved there because they want more space, because they like white-picket-fence homes. Then all of a sudden, when a high-rise is proposed near them, they're worried about that aesthetic changing. I think it's a combination of materialism and aesthetic preference, and then a darker side: a reflexive opposition to newcomers, especially when those newcomers are different from you.

Stephanie: If that mindset is so entrenched, can policy alone help overcome that impulse?

Roge: Policy isn't going to change people's psychology, but here's what it can do: It can change laws that allow people who have this NIMBYism tendency to have outsize influence. If a state decides that they don't want to have as much development, that's one thing. If one or two homeowners get to decide to block development, that's another thing. We can at least make it so that a small group of people aren't able to block development that would help hundreds, maybe even thousands, of people.

Stephanie: Speaking of big policy shifts, California recently rolled back a monumental environmental law that had been used to delay housing development in the state. How do you take that news? Will California start to look less like the paragon of the housing crisis in America?

Roge: The California Environmental Quality Act is well known by housing activists everywhere. And you're right, it's a law that was originally created to protect the environment but has been weaponized to block not only dense housing but also solar farms and transit and other things that would actually reduce emissions. I'm very happy to see it reformed--that's a step in the right direction.

But California's housing crisis has been metastasizing for decades; I don't know if one change is going to have a big impact right away. I have much more hope for the Sun Belt states. One reason I focus on them in my story is that a lot of those cities aren't that far gone. Raleigh, North Carolina, recently responded to the demand for housing with a slate of new reforms that made it much easier to build apartments and dense housing in more places, especially near transit.

Stephanie: Maybe that's the answer to my earlier question. The Sun Belt states can avoid becoming the next California if they take action on housing and zoning policies now.

Roge: Exactly. They can look at California and see their future.

Related:

	The whole country is starting to look like California.
 	Why people won't stop moving to the Sun Belt (From 2023)






Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Twenty-four hours of authoritarianism
 	The David Frum Show: Trump's betrayal of Ukraine
 	Why Diddy is celebrating his guilty verdict




Today's News

	The House is reviewing the Senate's revisions to President Donald Trump's domestic-policy and tax bill.
 	Ukraine's defense ministry said that Ukraine was not notified that the Trump administration was suspending some munitions deliveries to the country.
 	Bryan Kohberger accepted a plea deal and pleaded guilty to four counts of first-degree murder and burglary for the 2022 fatal stabbings of four University of Idaho students.




Dispatches

	The Weekly Planet: Hurricane science was great while it lasted, Zoe Schlanger writes. The U.S. is hacking away at support for state-of-the-art forecasting.


Explore all of our newsletters here.
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Illustration by Chantal Jahchan. Source: GL Archive / Alamy.



The Making of Kurt Vonnegut's Cat's Cradle

By Noah Hawley

When he arrived in Dresden, Vonnegut and his fellow POWs were put to work in a malted-syrup factory, making food for Germans that the POWs were not themselves allowed to eat. The guards were cruel, the work exhausting. Vonnegut was singled out and badly beaten. One night, as air-raid sirens roared, Vonnegut and the other POWs were herded into the basement of a slaughterhouse, huddling among the sides of beef as the city above them was bombed ...
 Vonnegut described it this way in a letter to his family: "On about February 14th the Americans came over, followed by the R.A.F." The combined forces "destroyed all of Dresden--possibly the world's most beautiful city. But not me."


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	New York is hungry for a big grocery experiment.
 	The Christian rocker at the center of MAGA
 	Chinese students feel a familiar chill in America.
 	Trump's one-and-done doctrine
 	A wartime diary from Tehran




Culture Break


Eric Rojas



Listen. Through the unconventional symbol of a Puerto Rican toad, Bad Bunny's latest project captures the pain of culture loss, Valerie Trapp writes.

Try this on for size. Claire McCardell changed fashion forever, Julia Turner writes. The designer advocated for pockets, denim, and ballet flats, revolutionizing clothing for women.

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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The Biggest Anti-Abortion Victory Since 'Dobbs'

The legislation that just passed the Senate represents a big win for anti-abortion advocates--and a subtle shift in their strategy.

by Elaine Godfrey




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.


Amid all the news coverage of the GOP's spending-bill extravaganza--the late-night deficit debates, the strategy sessions, the hallway blanket-wearing--one piece of the package has received comparatively little attention: a provision that would block abortion clinics from receiving Medicaid funds for any of the non-abortion services they provide.

During the past three years, abortion restrictions have mostly taken effect mostly in red and purple states--where legislatures have voted to enact them. But if this proposed provision passes, clinics all over the country will be affected. It would "have a pretty devastating impact on a lot of providers," Mary Ziegler, a legal scholar and an Atlantic contributor, told me. Some would probably close, and others would have to limit the number of patients they serve. It's "a really big deal," she said, with perhaps the most significant consequences for abortion access since the passage of the 1976 Hyde Amendment, which bans federal funds for abortions in most cases.

All of this is complicated--which helps explain the dearth of attention to the matter. But funding for independent abortion providers works like this: Clinics receive money from a variety of sources, including local donations, insurance payments, and Medicaid reimbursements. (Yes, the Planned Parenthood Federation of America receives millions in contributions every year, but most of those funds are earmarked for advocacy, Ziegler told me.) A big percentage of Planned Parenthood's patient pool relies on Medicaid. In keeping with the Hyde Amendment, providers are not reimbursed for abortions, but they do receive federal payments for other services, such as breast-cancer screenings, Pap smears, and STI testing. This new legislation would make Planned Parenthood and other clinics ineligible for any kind of Medicaid reimbursement, Ziegler said.

If clinics are not paid for these services, then, in many cases, they won't be able to provide them. Maybe some clinics would be able to find funds from state legislatures or local donors to fill in the gaps, but many wouldn't. An initial version of the bill passed by the House would have blocked Medicaid funding for 10 years, but the current version, which passed the Senate earlier today, would prohibit that funding for just one year after the law's passage. (That's right--we'll all be back here again soon.)

The cuts represent a pretty clear departure from President Donald Trump's "leave it to the states" approach to abortion policy. They'd affect clinics everywhere, not just in places where Americans have grown accustomed to hearing about abortion restrictions. Most Planned Parenthood clinics at risk of closure under the bill are in states where abortion is legal, the organization says. That's partly because more blue states have recently expanded Medicaid. Up to one-third of patients at Planned Parenthood of Northern New England, for example, are on Medicaid, and reimbursement totals in the millions of dollars, PPNNE CEO Nicole Clegg told me. "We'll work with our state leaders" and increase local fundraising efforts, she said. But it will be difficult to make up the difference.

The bill's passage is part of an abortion one-two punch: Last week, the Supreme Court made it easier for states to deny Medicaid funding to Planned Parenthood. "This is tremendous progress on achieving a decades-long goal that has proved elusive in the past," Marjorie Dannenfelser, the president of Susan B. Anthony Pro-Life America, told me in a statement about the SCOTUS decision and the GOP bill. "This proves what we've said all along: Congress can cut Planned Parenthood's funding--and they just did," Kristan Hawkins, the president of Students for Life of America, wrote on X about the bill. "The moral obligation is clear: If we can do it for 1 year, we must do it for good."

The events of this week also represent a slight strategy change. Reporters like me who have long covered the anti-abortion movement anticipated that, under the second Trump presidency, activists would shift their efforts in a different direction: attempting to outlaw abortion via the 1873 Comstock Act. Many who follow this debate agree that they probably still will. But so far, Trump "hasn't really been doing a lot of what the anti-abortion movement has wanted," Ziegler said. She wonders whether it was "a self-conscious decision to go where they thought Republicans already were"--to work toward withholding funding, which is probably politically safer for the GOP than pursuing a relatively unpopular outright abortion ban.

Next stop: the House of Representatives. Lawmakers there took up the bill today and want to make it law by Friday. But defenders of abortion access are keeping an eye out. As always, with a razor-thin Republican majority, anything could happen.

Related:

	What abortion bans do to doctors
 	A plan to outlaw abortion everywhere






Here are three stories from The Atlantic:

	A big, bad, very ugly bill
 	Jonathan Chait: Congressional Republicans didn't have to do this.
 	A classic childhood pastime is fading.




Today's News

	President Donald Trump visited "Alligator Alcatraz," a makeshift migrant-detention center in the Florida Everglades, and said that he wants to see more detention centers in "many states."
 	Trump wrote in a social-media post that the Department of Government Efficiency might need to reexamine government subsidies for Elon Musk's businesses.
 	Zohran Mamdani officially won New York City's Democratic mayoral primary by 12 points.




Evening Read


Illustration by Akshita Chandra / The Atlantic



The Birth-Rate Crisis Isn't as Bad as You've Heard--It's Worse

By Marc Novicoff

First, the bad news: Global fertility is falling fast. The aging populations of rich countries are relying on ever fewer workers to support their economy, dooming those younger generations to a future of higher taxes, higher debt, or later retirement--or all three ...
 By about 2084, according to the gold-standard United Nations "World Population Prospects," the global population will officially begin its decline. Rich countries will all have become like Japan, stagnant and aging. And the rest of the world will have become old before it ever got the chance to become rich.
 Sorry, did I say "bad news"? That was actually the good news, based on estimates that turned out to be far too rosy.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	Canada's terrible new freedom
 	What a "spiral of silence" can do to a democracy
 	The dark poetry of the Bezos wedding
 	How Claire McCardell changed women's fashion




Culture Break


Apple Original Films



Watch. F1 (out now in theaters) threads the nitty-gritty details of Formula One racing into a traditional underdog drama, David Sims writes.

Read. Soft Core, by Brittany Newell, is a noirish novel set in the world of strip clubs and BDSM dungeons that ventures beyond titillation and into the daily grind, Lily Burana writes.

Play our daily crossword.



Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

Explore all of our newsletters here.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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Trump Insults America--Again

The president of the United States seems to have no interest in appealing to a national sense of pride or honor.

by Tom Nichols




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


Oops, he did it again.

On Sunday, President Donald Trump had a rambling conversation with the Fox Business host Maria Bartiromo. It was a typical Trump performance: He leaned into his trademark edge-of-the-chair crouch and spooled off long strings of words that were only sometimes on topic or related to one another. ("They call it 'magnets,'" he helpfully informed Bartimoro at one point when she asked about rare-earth minerals.) But when it came to China, Trump returned to one of his favorite themes: moral equivalence between the United States and authoritarian regimes.

Bartiromo noted that authorities recently arrested some Chinese nationals accused of smuggling in biological materials that could threaten the U.S. food supply. "We don't know where that came from," Trump said, waving away the arrests as possibly nothing more than the apprehension of a few "whackos." Bartiromo pressed on: The Chinese have hacked "into our telecom system; they've been stealing intellectual property; fentanyl, COVID, I mean, you know, all of this stuff, so how do you negotiate with obviously a bad actor and trust them on economics?"

And then Trump went for it. "You don't think we do that to them?" he said with a smirk. "You don't think we do that to them?" he repeated as Bartiromo struggled during a few seconds of silence. "We do," the president said. "We do a lot of things."

"So," Bartiromo asked, "that's the way the world works?" Trump shrugged. "That's the way the world works. It's a nasty world."

As a card-carrying expert who taught international relations for more than three decades, I can affirm the president's assertion that we do, in fact, live in a nasty world. But as a patriotic American, I have a bit more trouble with the idea that the United States of America and the People's Republic of China are just two bad kids on the playground.

In my many travels to university campuses over the years, I have often heard that America is only one of many horrendous regimes in the world. Usually these pronouncements came from students trying out new intellectual clothes in the safety of an American classroom, or from radicals on the faculty for whom anti-Americanism was a central part of their academic credo. And I know, especially from studying the Cold War, that presidents in my lifetime did a lot of shady, immoral, and illegal things. But I have never heard a president of the United States sound like a graduate student who's woozy from imbibing too much Noam Chomsky or Howard Zinn.

This isn't the first time that Trump has resorted to this kind of embarrassing equivocation. In early 2017, then-Fox host Bill O'Reilly asked Trump about U.S. relations with Russia and how he might get along with Russian President Vladimir Putin. "He's a killer," O'Reilly said. "Putin's a killer."

Trump bristled--and rose to Putin's defense. "There are a lot of killers," Trump said, with the same kind of half-smiling smirk he deployed at Bartiromo. "We've got a lot of killers. What do you think? Our country's so innocent?"

Of course, Trump's only consistent foreign-policy principle during the past 10 years has been to side with Russia whenever possible. But leaving aside his obsession with Putin, the president's smears on his own country are not the result of a deeply considered moral position, or even some kind of strategic big-think. Principles are inconvenient, and if they get in the way of winning the moment--the news cycle, a trade negotiation, an argument with a reporter--then they are of no use.

Indeed, Trump has shown, over and over, that he has no real ability to make moral distinctions about anything. Perhaps nothing illustrates this vacuousness more than Bob Woodward's report that when Trump decided to run for president, an aide told him that his previous pro-choice stances and donations to Democrats would be a problem. "That can be fixed," Trump said. "I'm--what do you call it? Pro-life." As Groucho Marx is rumored to have said: "Those are my principles, and if you don't like them ... well, I have others."

But there is also a laziness in Trump's casual slanders against America. If Trump admits that the United States is a far better nation than Russia or China, with a heritage of liberty and democracy that imposes unique responsibilities on America as the leader of the free world, then he would have to do something. He would have to take a stand against Russia's military aggression and China's economic predations. He'd have to take the hard path of working with a national-security team to forge policies that are in the long-term interests of the United States rather than the short-term interests of Donald Trump.

Likewise, when Trump depicts America as an unending nightmare of crime and carnage, he's not only trying to trigger a cortisol rush among his followers; he's also creating a narrative of despair. It's a clever approach. He tells Americans that because the world is nasty, all that "shining city on a hill" talk is just stupid and all that matters is making some deals to get them stuff they need. Meanwhile, he paints America as something out of a medieval woodcut of hell, implicitly warning that he can't really extinguish the lava and the fires but promising to at least put on a show of punishing some of the demons.

This nihilism and helplessness is poisonous to a democracy, a system that only works when citizens take responsibility for their government. It is a narrative that encourages citizens to think of themselves as both scoundrels and victims, crabs in life's giant bucket who must claw their way up over the backs of their fellow Americans. The modern global order itself--a system of peace, trade, and security built by the genius of American diplomacy and the sacrifices of the American armed forces--is, in Trump's view, one big criminal struggle among countries that are no better than mob families. In his world, the United States isn't a leader or an example; it's just another mook throwing dice against the wall in a back alley.

Some people support Trump because they want certain policies on immigration or taxes or judges. Others enjoy his reality-TV approach to politics. Some of his critics reject his plans; others reject everything about the man and his character. But none of us, as Americans, have to accept Trump's calumnies about the United States. We are a nation better than the dictatorships in Moscow and Beijing; we enjoy peace and prosperity that predated Trump and will remain when he is gone.

We live in an America governed by Trump. But we do not have to accept that we live in Trump's America.

Related: 

	America's lonely future
 	Trump doesn't believe anything. That's why he wins.




Here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	Why can't Americans sleep?
 	The birth-rate crisis isn't as bad as you've heard--it's worse.
 	Alexandra Petri: With the Big, Beautiful Bill, you can now sponsor a billionaire of your choosing.
 	That dropped call with customer service? It was on purpose.




Today's News

	A suspect, found dead, is believed to have set a brush fire and ambushed firefighters, killing two in Idaho yesterday.
 	The Senate is in the midst of an extended vote-a-rama session on amendments for President Donald Trump's sweeping policy bill.
 	An Israeli strike on a popular waterfront cafe in Gaza killed at least 41 people and injured dozens, according to a hospital official.




Dispatches

	Work in Progress: The whole country is starting to look like California, Roge Karma writes. Housing prices are rising fast in red and purple states known for being easy places to build. How can that be?
 	The Wonder Reader: Isabel Fattal compiles a roundup of articles in which our writers share their boldest opinions on food and drinks.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by The Atlantic.



The Conservative Attack on Empathy

By Elizabeth Bruenig

Five years ago, Elon Musk told Joe Rogan during a podcast taping that "the fundamental weakness of Western civilization is empathy, the empathy exploit." By that time, the idea that people in the West are too concerned with the pain of others to adequately advocate for their own best interests was already a well-established conservative idea. Instead of thinking and acting rationally, the theory goes, they're moved to make emotional decisions that compromise their well-being and that of their home country. In this line of thought, empathetic approaches to politics favor liberal beliefs ...
 But the current ascendancy of this anti-empathy worldview, now a regular topic in right-wing social-media posts, articles, and books, might be less a reasonable point of argumentation and more a sort of coping mechanism.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	How to assess the damage of the Iran strikes
 	Liberals are going to keep losing at the Supreme Court.
 	A real cancer in Washington
 	Helen Lewis: The liberal misinformation bubble about youth gender medicine
 	What the right learned from the left about policing colleges




Culture Break


Illustration by The Atlantic. Source: Getty.



Extending lifespans. America has more great-grandparents than ever. It also has a new caretaking challenge, Faith Hill writes.

Express yourself. What are emoji? Megan Garber unpacks the ?, the [?]?, and the ?.

Play our daily crossword.



Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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With the Big, Beautiful Bill, You Can Now Sponsor a Billionaire of Your Choosing

Remember the Adopt a Highway program? This is like that, except not really.

by Alexandra Petri




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


My fellow Americans: When you pay taxes, which would you rather support? Cancer research, or getting one guy a really big boat? Don't answer that. We have answered it for you, with the Big, Beautiful Bill.

We took one look at the economy and said, "All of these people can barely afford rent! Why, they might work a hundred years and never be able to buy a yacht! They will get married at city hall and have their receptions in a park. None of them will rent out the entire city of Venice. Maybe, if they are feeling fancy, they will buy a single egg." And then we said, "No! We can't let this happen. We are taking a stand. We've got to redistribute the wealth of Americans properly: to billionaires, who will use it better than the rest of us can."

The Big, Beautiful Bill assigns each American a billionaire who will live the American dream for you. You can check in on your billionaire at intervals and see how he is using your money. Maybe he's building a 19th pool. Maybe he's buying himself some formerly public land! Maybe he's taking a Supreme Court justice on a dream vacation! Maybe he is reupholstering the Statue of Liberty to hide the poem. Maybe he's throwing a Great Gatsby-themed cocktail hour as part of his wedding extravaganza! Maybe he's replacing his blood with transfusions from his "blood boys." Maybe he has bought hundreds of eggs and is pelting the house of a mere hundred-millionaire with them. Maybe he has bought some $TRUMP coin and is attending a special bash! There's never a dull moment for the lucky beneficiaries of this wonderful bill!

Sure, you are getting coal--and, for some reason, asbestos--in your holiday stocking, but somewhere your billionaire is getting 600 diamonds! One of them fell under his couch, and he didn't even notice! Now he's going to space! No, you can't come. But you get to feel that you were a small part of making it happen. Unrelatedly, NASA is probably getting 41 missions canceled.

Remember the Adopt a Highway program? This is like that, except that at the end of it, the highways will all be worse and a man who doesn't know your name will have six extra helicopters.

When you're sick of checking in on your billionaire, don't forget to pop in and look at ICE, the other thing your dollars are working hard to support! Not their faces. Those are still hidden. But you can check out the wonderful new facilities they're building! Well, you can't, personally, and they have said your members of Congress can't, either. But you can imagine how wonderful they are! Probably, for $45 billion, they're pretty wonderful!

Which would you rather have, support for your grandfather's retirement or the reassuring knowledge that, somewhere, ICE is kidnapping someone else's grandfather and throwing him into a van? Would you rather have food for your child, or the sense that maybe you helped contribute to building a big wall? As you struggle to find an elder-care facility that will accept Medicaid because all of the ones in your state have closed, just know that you're living the American dream of having a costly internment facility built in your name! Did I say internment facility? I meant Alligator Alcatraz! They are selling T-shirts.

As your own dreams shrivel, remember that someone, somewhere is being made even more miserable than you! That's the new American dream: that someone is being punished in your name. And, somewhere else, a billionaire is happy. Your personal billionaire! Look, he's smiling and giving a big thumbs-up! Already, your tax dollars are being put to good use.
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Five Sunday Reads

Explore stories about why your professional peak is coming sooner than you think, the bursting of the computer-science bubble, and more.

by Stephanie Bai




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


This weekend, read about why cosmologists are fighting over everything, how to make the most of your professional decline, and more.



The Nobel Prize Winner Who Thinks We Have the Universe All Wrong

Cosmologists are fighting over everything.


By Ross Andersen

Your Professional Decline Is Coming (Much) Sooner Than You Think

Here's how to make the most of it. (From 2019)


By Arthur C. Brooks

Elon Musk Is Playing God

The tech billionaire wants to shape humanity's future. Not everyone has a place there.


By Charlie Warzel and Hana Kiros

The Computer-Science Bubble Is Bursting

Artificial intelligence is ideally suited to replacing the very type of person who built it.


By Rose Horowitch

The Questions We Don't Ask Our Families but Should

Many people don't know very much about their older relatives. But if we don't ask, we risk never knowing our own history. (From 2022)


By Elizabeth Keating



The Week Ahead

	Jurassic World Rebirth, an action movie about a team that makes a disturbing discovery while on a mission to retrieve DNA from dinosaurs (in theaters Wednesday)
 	Season 2 of The Sandman, a show about a cosmic being who controls dreams and finally escapes a more than century-long imprisonment (Volume 1 premieres Thursday on Netflix)
 	Dictating the Agenda, a book by Alexander Cooley and Alexander Dukalskis about the resurgence of authoritarian politics around the world (out Monday)




Essay


Karsten Moran / Redux



America's Coming Smoke Epidemic

By Zoe Schlanger

For 49 straight days, everyone in Seeley Lake was breathing smoke. A wildfire had ignited outside the small rural community in Montana, and the plume of smoke had parked itself over the houses. Air quality plummeted. At several moments, the concentration of particulate matter in the air exceeded the upper limit of what monitors could measure.
 Christopher Migliaccio, an associate professor of immunology at the University of Montana, saw an opportunity to do what few have ever done: study what happens after people get exposed to wildfire smoke.


Read the full article.





More in Culture 

	The worst sandwich is back.
 	The blockbuster that captured a growing American rift
 	Thank God for The Bear.
 	Your summer project: watching these movies
 	A stunning reinvention of the zombie film
 	How Toni Morrison changed publishing






Catch Up on The Atlantic 

	The president's weapon
 	Tulsi Gabbard chooses loyalty to Trump.
 	How Trump lives with the threat of Iranian assassination




Photo Album


The Turkish free diver Sahika Ercumen dives amid plastic waste on the Ortakoy coastline, in Turkey. (Sebnem Coskun / Anadolu / Getty)



An estimated 11 million metric tons of plastic enter oceans each year, according to the U.S. State Department. These photos show how some of it accumulates in highly visible ways.



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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Our Writers' Boldest Opinions About Food

A roundup of articles revisiting the snacks, meals, and drinks that make up American 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.


Atlantic writers have never been afraid to make bold claims about beloved foods and beverages. Hard seltzer? Pretty bad, Amanda Mull argued in 2022. Wraps? The worst kind of sandwich, Ellen Cushing argued this week. Others have stood up for oft-maligned cuisine, like milk chocolate and candy corn. (Every time I publicly express my agreement with my colleague Megan Garber on milk chocolate being better than dark, I get a better understanding of her bravery.)

Some of these attempts to revisit what we eat ultimately explore what healthy really means, and why Americans have put so much cultural or social value on certain foods. Today's newsletter explores our writers' most interesting opinions about food and drink.



Food Opinions

The Worst Sandwich Is Back

By Ellen Cushing

Wraps are popular again.

So is a certain kind of physique.

Read the article.

Hard Seltzer Has Gone Flat

By Amanda Mull

Americans are realizing the truth about White Claw: It's bad!

Read the article.

The Truth About Slushies Must Come Out

By Ian Bogost

Every slushie is different. Every slushie is the same.

Read the article.



Still Curious?

	The most miraculous--and overlooked--type of milk: Shelf-stable milk is a miracle of food science that Americans just won't drink, Ellen Cushing writes.
 	Let's not fool ourselves about yogurt: There's a thin line between yogurt and ice cream, Yasmin Tayag writes.




Other Diversions

	The epitome of first-person pop
 	The ultimate career advice
 	Your summer project: watching these movies




P.S.


Courtesy of MKT



I asked readers to share a photo of something that sparks their sense of awe in the world. MKT, 78, from Waterford, Connecticut, sent this image of alpenglow over the Jungfrau Massif, from Beatenberg, Switzerland.

I'll continue to feature your responses in the coming weeks.

-- Isabel
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The Tea Party Is Back (Maybe)

Rand Paul, Ron Johnson, and others are striking a tone of fiscal conservatism that sounds a lot like that of the 2010s.

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.


Signs were all around, but the clinching evidence that the Tea Party is back came this week in New Hampshire, where the Republican Scott Brown announced that he'd be running for U.S. Senate.

Fifteen years ago, in January 2010, Brown, a state senator in Massachusetts, defeated the Democrat Martha Coakley in a special election to fill the Senate seat vacated by the late liberal icon Ted Kennedy. Brown's victory was a landmark for conservative opposition to Barack Obama's administration, and in particular to his attempt to overhaul health insurance.

Protests in the streets and angry crowds at legislators' town-hall meetings had given a taste of the brewing voter anger, but Democratic leaders dismissed demonstrators as rabble-rousers or astroturfers. Brown's victory in deep-blue Massachusetts proved that the Tea Party was a real force in politics. Brown turned out to be somewhat moderate--he was, after all, representing the Bay State--and his time in the Senate was short because Elizabeth Warren defeated him in 2012. But in the midterm elections months after his win, a big group of fiscally conservative politicians were elected to Congress as anti-establishment critics of the go-along-to-get-along GOP, which they felt wasn't doing enough to stand up to Obama.

Led by Tea Party activists and elected officials, Republicans managed to narrow but not stop the Affordable Care Act, which Obama signed in March 2010; they briefly but only fleetingly reduced federal spending and budget deficits. By 2016, the Tea Party was a spent force. Its anti-establishment energy became the basis for Donald Trump's political movement, with which it shared a strong element of racial backlash. Trump provided the pugilistic approach that many Republican voters had demanded, but without any of the commitment to fiscal discipline: He pledged to protect Medicare and Social Security, and in his first term hugely expanded the deficit.

But now there's a revival of Tea Party ideas in Washington, driven by some of the same elected officials. Trump's One Big Beautiful Bill Act follows the long-running Republican principle of reducing taxes, especially on the wealthy, but it doesn't even pretend to cut spending commensurate with the reductions in revenue those tax cuts would produce. This is standard for Republican presidents: Ronald Reagan, George H. W. Bush, George W. Bush, and Trump all ran for office railing against deficits, and then increased them while in office. They were eager to lower taxes, but not to make the politically unpopular choices necessary to actually reduce federal spending. In theory, at least, the Tea Party represented a more purist approach that insisted on cutting budgets, even if that meant taking on politically dangerous tasks such as slashing entitlements. (Republicans could also produce a more balanced budget by increasing revenue through taxes, but they refuse to seriously consider that.)

Some of the Tea Party OGs are striking the same tones today. Senator Rand Paul of Kentucky, elected in the 2010 wave, has emerged as the foremost Republican critic of the GOP bill. "The math doesn't really add up," he said on Face the Nation earlier this month. Trump called Paul's ideas "crazy" and, according to Paul, briefly uninvited him from an annual congressional picnic at the White House.

Senator Ron Johnson of Wisconsin, another member of the class of 2010, has also demanded more spending cuts and described the bill's approach as "completely unsustainable." "I'm saying things that people know need to be said," he told The Wall Street Journal. "The kid who just exposed that the king is butt-naked may not be real popular, because he kind of made everybody else look like fools, but they all recognize he was right." (The White House has lately been working to court Johnson.)

Standing alongside these senators are representatives such as Andy Harris of Maryland, who was elected in 2010; Paul's fellow Kentuckian (and fellow Trump target) Thomas Massie, who arrived in the House in 2012; and Chip Roy, a Texan who first came to Washington in 2013 as chief of staff for Tea Party-aligned Senator Ted Cruz. Staring them down is Speaker Mike Johnson. Like Paul Ryan, who was a role model for many Tea Partiers but clashed with the hard right once he became speaker of the House, Johnson has frustrated former comrades by backing off his former fiscal conservatism in the name of passing legislation. As my colleague Jonathan Chait has written, this has led Johnson and his allies to brazenly lie about what the bill would do.

The neo-Tea Partiers are not the only challenge for the One Big Beautiful Bill Act. More mainstream and moderate GOP members are skittish about a bill that is deeply unpopular and will cut services that their constituents favor or depend on. Nor is fiscal conservatism the only revival of Tea Party rhetoric. Zohran Mamdani's victory in the New York City Democratic mayoral primary has elicited a new burst of bigotry, sometimes from the same exact people. Meanwhile, Democrats are experiencing their own echoes of 2010, as voters demand more from elected officials, and anti-establishment candidates such as Mamdani win.

The 2025 Tea Party wave faces difficulties the first wave didn't. Rather than being able to organize Republicans against a Democratic president, Paul, Johnson, and company are opposing a Republican president who is deeply popular with members of Congress and primary voters. Roy threatened to vote against the bill in the House but then backed down. Now he says he might vote against the Senate bill when the two are reconciled. "Chip Roy says he means it this time," snickered Politico this week, noting that he and his allies have "drawn and re-drawn their fiscal red lines several times over now." Then again, how better to honor their predecessors than to back down from a demand for real fiscal discipline?

Related:

	The Republican megabill's horrible compromise
 	Republicans have a revenue problem.




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	How Trump lives with the threat of Iranian assassination
 	America's coming smoke epidemic
 	What the Islamophobic attacks on Zohran Mamdani reveal




Today's News

	President Donald Trump said that he had cut off trade negotiations with Canada because of Canada's tax on tech companies that would also affect those based in America.
 	The Supreme Court limited federal courts' ability to implement nationwide injunctions in a decision that left unclear the fate of Trump's executive order restricting birthright citizenship.
 	The Supreme Court ruled that parents can withdraw their children from public-school classes on days that storybooks with LGBTQ themes are discussed if they have religious objections.




Dispatches

	Atlantic Intelligence: Damon Beres interviews Rose Horowitch about her latest story on why the computer-science bubble is bursting.
 	The Books Briefing: As a writer and an editor, Toni Morrison put humanity plainly on the page, where it would outlast her and her critics alike, Boris Kachka writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Bryan Dozier / Middle East Images / AFP / Getty



The Three Marine Brothers Who Feel 'Betrayed' by America

By Xochitl Gonzalez

The four men in jeans and tactical vests labeled Police: U.S. Border Patrol had Narciso Barranco surrounded. Their masks and hats concealed their faces, so that only their eyes were visible. When they'd approached him, he was doing landscape work outside of an IHOP in Santa Ana, California. Frightened, Barranco attempted to run away. By the time a bystander started filming, the agents had caught him and pinned him, face down, on the road. One crouches and begins to pummel him, repeatedly, in the head. You can hear Barranco moaning in pain. Eventually, the masked men drag him to his feet and try to shove him into an SUV. When Barranco resists, one agent takes a rod and wedges it under his neck, attempting to steer him into the vehicle as if prodding livestock.
 Barranco is the father of three sons, all of them United States Marines. The eldest brother is a veteran, and the younger men are on active duty. At any moment, the same president who sent an emboldened ICE after their father could also command them into battle.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	The invisible city of Tehran
 	Trump's running tab in the Abrego Garcia Case
 	The U.S. military's loyalty is to the Constitution, not the president.
 	The epitome of first-person pop
 	The cure for guilty memories




Culture Break


Photo-illustration by The Atlantic



Coming soon. A new season of the Autocracy in America podcast, hosted by Garry Kasparov, a former world chess champion and democracy activist.

Watch (or skip). Squid Game's final season (out now on Netflix) is a reminder of what the show did so well, in the wrong ways, Shirley Li writes.

Play our daily crossword.



P.S.

Tuesday was a red-letter day for blue language in the Gray Lady. The New York Times is famously shy about four-letter words; the journalist Blake Eskin noted in 2022 that the paper had published three separate articles about the satirical children's book Go the Fuck to Sleep, all without ever printing the actual name of the book. An article about Emil Bove III, which I wrote about yesterday, was tricky for the Times: The notable thing about the story was the language allegedly used. In its second paragraph, the Times used one of its standard circumlocutions: "In Mr. Reuveni's telling, Mr. Bove discussed disregarding court orders, adding an expletive for emphasis." It printed the word itself in the 16th paragraph, perhaps because any children reading would have gotten bored and moved on by then. The same day, the Times reported, unexpurgated, on Trump's anger at Iran and Israel: "We basically have two countries that have been fighting so long and so hard that they don't know what the fuck they're doing," the president told reporters.

I was curious about the discussions behind these choices. In a suitably Times-y email, the newspaper spokesperson Danielle Rhoades Ha told me: "Editors decided it was newsworthy that the president of the United States used a curse word to make a point on one of the biggest issues of the day, and did so in openly showing frustration with an ally as well as an adversary." It's another Trumpian innovation: expanding the definition of news fit to print.

-- 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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The College-Major Gamble

What should young people study when AI threatens to take their jobs?

by Damon Beres




This is Atlantic Intelligence, a newsletter in which our writers help you wrap your mind around artificial intelligence and a new machine age. Sign up here.


When I was in college, the Great Recession was unfolding, and it seemed like I had made a big mistake. With the economy crumbling and job prospects going with it, I had selected as my majors ... journalism and sociology. Even the professors joked about our inevitable unemployment. Meanwhile, a close friend had switched majors and started to take computer-science classes--there would obviously be opportunities there.

But that conventional wisdom is starting to change. As my colleague Rose Horowitch writes in an article for The Atlantic, entry-level tech jobs are beginning to fade away, in part because of new technology itself: AI is able to do many tasks that previously required a person. "Artificial intelligence has proved to be even more valuable as a writer of computer code than as a writer of words," Rose writes. "This means it is ideally suited to replacing the very type of person who built it. A recent Pew study found that Americans think software engineers will be most affected by generative AI. Many young people aren't waiting to find out whether that's true."

I spoke with Rose about how AI is affecting college students and the job market--and what the future may hold.

This interview has been edited and condensed.





Damon Beres: What do we actually know about how AI is disrupting the market for comp-sci majors?

Rose Horowitch: There are a lot of tech executives coming out and saying that AI is replacing some of their coders, and that they just don't need as many entry-level employees. I spoke with an economics professor at Harvard, David Deming, who said that may be a convenient talking point--nobody wants to say We didn't hit our sales targets, so we have to lay people off. What we can guess is that the technology is actually making senior engineers more productive; therefore they need fewer entry-level employees. It's also one more piece of uncertainty that these tech companies are dealing with--in addition to tariffs and high interest rates--that may lead them to put off hiring.

Damon: Tech companies do have a vested interest in promoting AI as such a powerful tool that it could do the work of a person, or multiple people. Microsoft recently laid thousands of people off, as you write in your article, and the company also said that AI writes or helps write 25 percent of their code--that's a helpful narrative for Microsoft, because Microsoft sells AI tools.

At the same time, it does feel pretty clear to me that many different industries are dealing with the same issues. I've spoken about generative AI replacing entry-level work with prominent lawyers, journalists, people who work in tech--the worry feels real to me.

Rose: I spoke with Molly Kinder, a Brookings Institution fellow who studies how AI affects the economy, and she said that she's worried that the bottom rung of the career ladder across industries is breaking apart. If you're writing a book, you may not need to hire a research assistant if you can use AI. It's obviously not going to be perfectly accurate, and it couldn't write the book for you, but it could make you more productive.

Her concern, which I share, is that you still need people to get trained and then ascend at a company. The unemployment rate for young college graduates is already unusually high, and this may lead to more problems down the line that we can't even foresee. These early jobs are like apprenticeships: You're learning skills that you don't get in school. If you skip that, it's cheaper for the company in the short term, but what happens to white-collar work down the line?

Damon: How are the schools themselves thinking about this reality--that they have students in their senior year facing a completely different prospect for their future than when they entered school four years ago?

Rose: They're responding by figuring out how to produce graduates that are prepared to use AI tools in their work and be competitive applicants. The challenge is that the technology is changing so quickly--you need to teach students about what's relevant professionally while also teaching the fundamental skills, so that they're not just reliant on the machines.

Damon: Your article makes this point that students should be focused less on learning a particular skill and more on studying something that's durable for the long term. Do you think students really will shift what they're studying? Will the purpose of higher education itself change somehow?

Rose: It's likely that we'll see a decline in students studying computer science, and then, at some point, there will be too few job candidates, salaries will be pushed up, and more students will go in. But the most important thing that students can do--and it's so counterintuitive--is to study things that will give you human skills and soft skills that will help you endure in any industry. Even without AI, jobs are going to change. The challenge is that, in times of crisis, people tend to choose something preprofessional, because it feels safer. That cognitive bias can be unhelpful.

Damon: You cover higher education in general. You're probably best known for the story you did about how elite college students can't read books anymore, which feels related to this discussion for obvious reasons. I'm curious to know more about why you were interested in exploring this particular topic.

Rose: Higher ed, more than at any time in recent memory, is facing the question of what it is for. People are questioning the value of it much more than they did 10, 20 years ago. And so, these articles all fit into that theme: What is the value of higher ed, of getting an advanced degree?

The article about computer-science majors shows that this thing that everyone thought is a sure bet doesn't seem to be. That reinforces why higher education needs to make the case for its value--how it teaches people to be more human, or what it's like to live a productive life in a society.

Damon: There are so many crisis points in American higher education right now. AI is one of them. Your article about reading suggested a problem that may have emerged from other digital technologies. Obviously there have been issues stemming from the Trump administration. There was the Claudine Gay scandal. This is all in the past year or two. How do you sum it all up?

Rose: Most people are starting to realize that the status quo is not going to work. There's declining trust in education, particularly from Republicans. A substantial portion of the country doesn't think higher ed serves the nation. The fact is that at many universities, academic standards have declined so much. Rigor has declined. Things cannot go on as they once did. What comes next, and who's going to chart that course? The higher-education leaders I speak with, at least, are trying to answer that question themselves so that it doesn't get defined by external forces like the Trump administration.
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Toni Morrison's Definition of a Legacy

As a writer and an editor, she put humanity plainly on the page, where it would outlast her and her critics alike.

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.


In 2012, I visited the home of Toni Morrison, who was then 81, to discuss, among other things, her legacy. Morrison's Nobel Prize sat on her kitchen island. She had just published her penultimate novel, Home, and she was quietly but unabashedly engaged in making sure her work would be read as widely as possible. She recalled for me a recent visit to the University of Michigan, where "my books were taught in classes in law, feminist studies, Black studies. Every place but the English department." Even as a Nobel laureate, she worried that her work would be confined to courses on identity, shelved in a side room of the American literary pantheon. At the time, I found her efforts difficult to square with her lifelong insistence that she was "writing for black people" and no one else. Now, almost six years after her death, it makes more sense to me, especially after reading the essay that my colleague Clint Smith wrote about Toni at Random, a new book that tracks Morrison's parallel career as a book editor.

First, here are five new stories from The Atlantic's books section:

	The real reason men should read fiction
 	"Fools for Love," a short story by Helen Schulman
 	The perils of "design thinking"
 	Americans are tired of choice.
 	The cure for guilty memories


In the 1970s, before Morrison was world-famous for her fiction, she worked at Random House, publishing writers who were uncompromising in their vision and advocacy for Black people--but she also had to appeal to a mass audience. This wasn't easy; she was a rare Black editor in a publishing industry that was mostly run by white people for white people. "A salesman at a conference once told Morrison, 'We can't sell books on both sides of the street,'" Smith writes: "There was an audience of white readers and, maybe, an audience of Black readers, he meant, but those literary worlds didn't merge." Yet Morrison didn't believe Black writers had to cater to white audiences. They, too, could create "something that everybody loves," she said.

Morrison's writers were not middle-of-the-road types: They included Angela Davis, Huey P. Newton, Gayl Jones, and Muhammad Ali. But she protected their integrity while raising them to the highest standards, putting the same level of rigor into editing them that she brought to her own novels. She interrogated gauzy concepts and clarified ideas. She made their work unimpeachable. And she resisted efforts to make their memoirs more relatable. (After one reader asked for more "humanness," she wrote to her boss that that was "a word white people use when they want to alter an 'uppity' or 'fearless'" Black person.) She believed that a book didn't have to be written for the broadest possible audience to be widely read. In one interview with The Guardian, while explaining her insistence on writing for a Black audience, she noted that Leo Tolstoy hadn't written his classic novels for her, "a 14-year-old coloured girl from Lorain, Ohio." Nonetheless, she recognized his brilliance, and white readers could recognize hers.

In her way, Morrison was offering a definition of a legacy: That a work reaches beyond not just the writer's lifespan, but her intended audience as well. In both her writing and her editing, Morrison was recording the experiences of Black Americans without looking over her shoulder at white readers or critics. She revealed that there was a market for Black literature on both sides of the street--but she also left an even more important mark. She succeeded, in the long term, not by carefully calibrating the work or by selling the "humanness" of her characters and her writers, but by putting humanity plainly on the page, where it would outlast her and her critics alike.






How Toni Morrison Changed Publishing

By Clint Smith

At night, she worked on her novels. By day, as an editor at Random House, she championed a new generation of writers.

Read the full article.



What to Read

Sex and the City, by Candace Bushnell

Before they became the show of the same name, Bushnell's columns in the pink pages of The New York Observer documented, with light fictionalizations, the sex and social lives of New York's ambitious and powerful--and her own, though she frequently disguised her run-ins as the affairs of her "friend," the character Carrie Bradshaw. In this volume of collected Observer columns, most of them focused on Carrie, Bushnell reveals herself to be a sage of power and social capital, an expert on relationships and how they can be used to build careers, accumulate social clout, and stomp on feelings. For anyone with a sense of ambition, whether you're moving somewhere new or settling down where you already are, her work is both an entertaining read and an instruction manual for how even the most casual acquaintanceships can transform your life. Cultivating them intentionally, Bushnell implicitly argues, can turn even the biggest metropolis into a small town where your next opportunity (or at the very least a good party) is just a conversation or two away.  -- Xochitl Gonzalez

From our list: Seven books for people figuring out their next move





Out Next Week

? I Want to Burn This Place Down, by Maris Kreizman

? Oddbody, by Rose Keating


? Angelica: For Love of Country in a Time of Revolution, by Molly Beer







Your Weekend Read


Entertainment Pictures / Alamy



The Blockbuster That Captured a Growing American Rift

By Tyler Austin Harper

In a cramped, $50-a-month room above a New Jersey furnace-supply company, Peter Benchley set to work on what he once said, half-jokingly, might be "a Ulysses for the 1970s." A novel resulted from these efforts, one Benchley considered titling The Edge of Gloom or Infinite Evil before deciding on the less dramatic but more fitting Jaws. Its plot is exquisite in its simplicity. A shark menaces Amity, a fictional, gentrifying East Coast fishing village. Chaos ensues: People are eaten. Working-class residents battle with an upper-class outsider regarding the best way to kill the shark. The fish eventually dies in an orgy of blood. And the political sympathies of the novel are clear--it sides with the townspeople, and against the arrogant, credentialed expert who tries to solve Amity's shark problem.

Read the full article.





When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.


Sign up for The Wonder Reader, a Saturday newsletter in which our editors recommend stories to spark your curiosity and fill you with delight.


Explore all of our newsletters.





This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/newsletters/archive/2025/06/books-briefing-toni-morrison-legacy/683346/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Trump's Deportation Goals Are Unrealistic

Administration officials continue to push the boundaries of the law in trying to enforce the president's policy.

by David A. Graham




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


In March, President Donald Trump was preparing to invoke the Alien Enemies Act to deport noncitizens. This use of the law, which was passed in 1798 and previously used to intern Japanese Americans during World War II, was unprecedented, and Emil Bove III, a top Justice Department official, was concerned that it was illegal.

To be clear, Bove wasn't troubled that the administration might be breaking the law; rather, according to a new whistleblower complaint, he was concerned that the courts might try to block removals. In that case, "DOJ would need to consider telling the courts 'fuck you' and ignore any such court order," Bove said, according to the document.

The complaint was made by Erez Reuveni, a fired DOJ lawyer, and first reported by The New York Times this week. The administration says that his allegations are falsehoods from a disgruntled former employee, but this is difficult to credit. A career lawyer, he was promoted by the Trump DOJ but says he was fired after he acknowledged in court that the deportation of Kilmar Abrego Garcia was an administrative error and refused to accuse him of being a terrorist. The complaint details Reuveni's "attempts over the course of three weeks and affecting three separate cases to secure the government's compliance with court orders, and his resistance to the internal efforts of DOJ and White House leadership to defy them." It also suggests that Reuveni has emails and texts to back up many of his claims.

A top Justice Department official allegedly conspiring to defy court orders would be very dangerous; what makes it darkly amusing, too, is that senators are this week considering Bove's nomination to the federal bench that, according to Reuveni, he wanted to ignore. This led to a sharp exchange in a committee hearing yesterday between Bove and Democratic Senator Adam Schiff, two veteran federal prosecutors, in which Bove repeatedly insisted that he did not "recall" making the comments that Reuveni alleged.

"Did you say anything of that kind in the meeting?" Schiff asked.

"Senator, I have no recollection of saying anything of that kind," Bove said.

"Wouldn't you recall, Mr. Bove, if you said or suggested during a meeting with Justice Department lawyers maybe they should consider telling the court, 'Fuck you'?" Schiff replied. "It seems to me that would be something you'd remember--unless that's the kind of thing you say frequently."

Because no Republicans have yet come out against Bove's nomination to the Third Circuit Court of Appeals, he's likely to win confirmation. (By way of reminder, Bove got here by serving as one of Trump's personal lawyers in some of his many criminal cases.) This presents the grim parlor question of whether it's better to have Bove in a lifetime appointment on the bench, where his opinions can be appealed, or at the Justice Department, where he's reportedly been a one-man wrecking crew.

The allegations against Bove are what my former colleague James Fallows took to describing during the first Trump administration as shocking but not surprising. Trump himself has said repeatedly that he will abide by court orders, but his deputies have been less circumspect, especially Vice President J. D. Vance, who is a lawyer, and the former DOGE leader and current Trump frenemy Elon Musk.

Outside observers, including me, have fretted over what will happen if the White House actually crosses the rubicon of defiance. This is arguably beside the point. Even though the Trump administration continues to deny that it has refused to obey court orders, the reality is that it has already done so. Judge James Boasberg said in April that he'd concluded that probable cause existed to find the administration in contempt of court for removing certain Venezuelan immigrants. (An appeals court has temporarily stayed proceedings on the contempt charge.) In another instance, last month, the administration deported a Salvadoran man despite a court order forbidding it, then blamed "a confluence of administrative errors." (These errors seem to be a consistent issue for this presidency!) The administration also insisted in a court filing that Abrego Garcia simply could not be returned as ordered, because the United States "does not have authority to forcibly extract an alien from the domestic custody of a foreign sovereign nation." The DOJ proved that false not long afterward, when it brought Abrego Garcia back to the U.S. to face charges.

In a bizarre move this week, the administration sued every federal judge in Maryland--an attempt to evade an order that bans the government from immediately deporting migrants who are challenging their removal.

The fights with courts are ironic, because although Trump has fared poorly in lower courts, the Supreme Court has been willing to let him expand his powers once cases reach it. As Reuters reported earlier this month, the justices, using what's known as the "shadow docket," have repeatedly granted emergency requests to proceed, pending full consideration.

This week, the Court temporarily lifted an order preventing the executive branch from quickly deporting migrants to countries to which they have no ties. The White House has been seeking to send people--including Laotian, Vietnamese, and Filipino nationals--to extremely perilous countries such as Libya and South Sudan. This would be callous and morally abhorrent under any circumstances, but given the notable cases of the Trump administration deporting people who are legally protected, including Abrego Garcia, it is especially terrifying.

The desperation to sidestep court restrictions on deportations is evidence of the shortcomings of the White House's plans. Trump aims to remove 1 million people this year, but as my colleague Nick Miroff reported yesterday, ICE statistics show that the agency has carried out only about 125,000 deportations since Trump took office, with roughly half the year gone. But as Reuveni's story suggests, in this administration, to be honest is to risk being fired. Attacking the courts is much easier than admitting that the president's signature promise is unrealistic.

Related:

	The self-deportation psyop 
 	Trump's legal strategy has a name. 






Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Tom Nichols on the president's weapon
 	Humanity is playing nuclear roulette, Jeffrey Goldberg argues.
 	Three ways to find purpose and meaning in a job




Today's News

	The Senate parliamentarian advised rejecting some Medicaid changes that would offset the costs of other key policies in President Donald Trump's tax bill.
 	Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei said that Iran's strike on a U.S. base in Qatar was a "slap to America's face"; he also warned against further U.S. attacks on Iran.
 	A new Supreme Court decision allows states to cut off Medicaid funding for Planned Parenthood.




Dispatches

	Time-Travel Thursdays: Isabel Fattal on how sleeping less became an American value.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read
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The Blockbuster That Captured a Growing American Rift

By Tyler Austin Harper

In a cramped, $50-a-month room above a New Jersey furnace-supply company, Peter Benchley set to work on what he once said, half-jokingly, might be "a Ulysses for the 1970s." A novel resulted from these efforts, one Benchley considered titling The Edge of Gloom or Infinite Evil before deciding on the less dramatic but more fitting Jaws. Its plot is exquisite in its simplicity. A shark menaces Amity, a fictional, gentrifying East Coast fishing village. Chaos ensues: People are eaten ...
 In June 1975, 50 years ago this month, the movie version of Jaws was released in theaters and became the first-ever summer blockbuster. Though the film retains Benchley's basic storyline--shark eats people; shark dies a bloody death--it turns the book's politics upside down.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	Ahmed Fouad Alkhatib: Pro-Palestine activists fell for Iran's propaganda.
 	Alexandra Petri: Pete Hegseth's guide to war
 	Radio Atlantic: What does Khamenei do now?




Culture Break


FX



Watch. Thank God for The Bear. Season 4 of the show (streaming on Hulu) is exactly what it--and we--needed, Sophie Gilbert writes.

Lean on me. In everyday life, many people are reluctant to ask for and offer help. But milestones such as weddings lower the barriers to relying on other people, Julie Beck writes.

Play our daily crossword.



Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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Yes, the Iran Mission Was Successful. No, We Are Not Taking Questions.

Pete Hegseth's guide to war

by Alexandra Petri




Pete Hegseth here.

Wow.

Wow.

I've called you members of the Fake News together for this special meeting because I can't believe you could have gotten it so wrong.

I am personally ashamed of you. You are the reason that people are saying that the mission "only set back Iran's nuclear program for months" and "was not an unmitigated success." Did you not hear the president? The target was OBLITERATED. Stop acting like something can't be obliterated for months. I've been obliterated for months myself.

Maybe if you BELIEVED more, you would understand how well the mission went! You would know that the second the bombs fell, the only thing they could possibly have hit was their target, and the only thing they could possibly have done was DECIMATE and DESTROY their target exactly as intended. But instead, because you didn't BELIEVE enough, you demanded "reports"--and now we're in this mess. You are making our pilots sad!

I know there is an old journalistic saying: If your mother says she loves you, check it out. I would never! I know my mother loves me, despite what her emails published in The New York Times suggest.

Everyone with eyes knows this mission was a success! And if you doubt, here are a number of quotes from people brave enough to see what was REALLY there and not just what so-called INTELLIGENCE shows. This is also what I'm like when my loved ones come out of surgery. I don't need to see the patient. I just want to hear statements from True Patriots about how he's probably doing. That's enough for me. If you weren't FAKE NEWS, it would be enough for you.

Now, thanks to Donald Trump, we are on the historic, unprecedented verge of a thing that we used to have before he tore up the treaty! Where's the praise? Where's the adulation?

You are free to write whatever you want. You can say the target was "devastated." You can say the target was "obliterated." Choose whatever word you like, as long as it is a synonym for destroyed. You can even say "utterly destroyed." It's a free country.

When I look out over this press corps, I think, Is it any wonder the mission only set back the nuclear program for months? Which, of course, it didn't. It set the program back for an untold, unfathomable length of time. Who can fathom it? Who can tell it? Not I. After a mission like this, how about we take a beat, wave a flag, celebrate our warriors' success? 

Maybe, if you were a better press corps, the mission would have gone better. Have you ever considered that?

Not that it didn't go perfectly! But hypothetically.

Say you are one of our brave pilots. How do you think he feels? He's refueled. He's dropped his payload. What he wants to hear you say is, "Great job, Kevin! Mission accomplished, Kevin!" He doesn't need you saying, "Actually, was the whole target, you know, THERE?"

Look, we remember from 2003 that all you need in order to have accomplished your mission is a big-enough banner. Then it's your job, as the media, to say, "Great job accomplishing that mission!" You know what it isn't your job to do? Ask questions.

Why don't you want to celebrate? Why do you hate America?

CLAP if you believe in mission.

CLAP! See, it's going better all the time. CLAP! KEEP CLAPPING!
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It's Me, God. Keep Me Out of This.

Everything that's going on now is so depressing. I had to tune out for the sake of My mental health.

by Alexandra Petri




"I want to just thank everybody, and in particular, God. We love you, God."

-- Donald Trump, announcing strikes on Iran

Hi. It's Me, God.

I know what you're thinking: I always imagined that if God existed, and cared about one thing, it would be peace. Peace, and keeping children from dying, perhaps? How did You get involved in sending those bombers to Iran, to "lower the temperature of global conflict while simultaneously kind of raising it here in order to lower it," in the immortal words of freshman Representative Pat Harrigan of North Carolina?

Does Your involvement imply that anyone has a plan, other than thinking that they are smarter than every other president? There is a Greek word for that, and it isn't plan.

No God worth Their salt would be tangled up in war, you are thinking, least of all a war being waged by the Trump administration, which has the long-term strategic acumen of an enraged opossum stuck in a trash bag. This is a president who thinks he can will a cease-fire into being via Truth Social posts alone.

Didn't you use to make helium and rhinos and the concept of time? What happened to you, God? How did you get mixed up in this?

What can I tell you? Everything that's going on now is so depressing. I had to tune out for the sake of My mental health, and that may have been taken the wrong way.

My days look different now from when I was busy inventing that thing that dew does when it gets stuck in a spider's web and the light catches it just right. Mostly, I spend my time agonizing over who should win Super Bowls and giving people partial piggyback rides across the sand. I lurk perennially just out of range for Margaret.

I care deeply about the outcomes of football games. It matters to me that people pray in the end zone. I pay attention to that kind of thing.

Awards shows, of course, I watch intently, to make certain I am thanked. (I have a long memory for ingratitude.) I am constantly on TikTok, doing oddly specific favors for some people and threatening others, unless they engage in constant prostration. "Nice house," I am always saying. "Nice life. Nice kid. Would be a shame if something happened to it." Remember what I did to Job? (Allegedly.)

I am big into decor. Look for my influence on a driftwood sign between eat and love. I work hard so that influencers have blessed days. I come up with personalized plans for Drake and people who are going through rough breakups. I am always sending messages, especially around lottery-ticket purchases. I made sure Nicole Scherzinger got that Tony Award. I decided whether George Santos stayed in office. I looked out for Bob Menendez, up to a point. I told a pastor in Denver to sell some very dubious cryptocurrency.

When I'm not backseat-driving high-school football coaches' prayers, I love to pose for John McNaughton paintings. I'm there, whispering my thoughts to Mikes (Huckabee, Johnson) and telling them I like that they're in charge. I care if Speaker of the House Mike Johnson watches porn. I care a great deal!

I am involved in everything these days, except what matters. So many small, weird yeses to disguise the enormity of the no's. I help out with awards, and I listen to Speaker Johnson's concerns, and I assist with personal vanity projects, and I ignore everything else. Yes, everything. Need to send more bombs somewhere? Sure, especially if you think it'll help your brand! Just don't ask me to help out a single child or bend the arc of the universe toward justice anymore. I'm taking some time for Me now. You're welcome, Donald Trump. Good luck with everything! So excited to collaborate on collectible Bibles with you!




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/newsletters/archive/2025/06/god-trump-iran-thanks/683316/?utm_source=feed
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