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        This Is the News From TikTok
        Amogh Dimri

        When he learned one night this summer that the United States had bombed Iran, the content creator Aaron Parnas responded right away, showing what's bad and what's good about using TikTok for news. Shortly after 7:46 p.m. ET on June 21, he saw Donald Trump's Truth Social post announcing the air strikes. At 7:52, according to a time stamp, Parnas uploaded to TikTok a minute-long video in which he looked into the camera; read out the president's post, which identified the suspected nuclear sites that the U.S. had targeted;...

      

      
        Israel Under Pressure
        The Editors

        Editor's Note: Washington Week With The Atlantic is a partnership between NewsHour Productions, WETA, and The Atlantic airing every Friday on PBS stations nationwide. Check your local listings, watch full episodes here, or listen to the weekly podcast here. This week, Donald Trump broke with Benjamin Netanyahu over the humanitarian crisis in Gaza. Meanwhile, Trump fired the director of the Bureau of Labor Statistics after the release of the latest jobs report. Panelists on Washington Week With Th...

      

      
        The 'Slacker' Teen Who Was More Than Just a Punch Line
        Laura Bradley

        In the first episode of The Cosby Show, Cliff Huxtable (played by Bill Cosby) walks into his only son's messy room with a mission: getting him to care about improving his straight-D report card. But the teenager proves difficult to rattle.After his father makes a big show of giving him Monopoly money and then taking it all away bill by bill for hypothetical expenses, Theo (Malcolm-Jamal Warner) holds firm in his assertion that he doesn't need to emulate his parents in order to be happy. "If you w...

      

      
        The Powerful Consistency of Mail Delivery
        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.After losing his corporate marketing job during the pandemic, Stephen Starring Grant decided to move back home and become a rural mail-carrier associate in Blacksburg, Virginia. His recently published memoir unravels what he learned about Appalachian identity and blue-collar experiences, but also abou...

      

      
        Marc Maron Has Some Thoughts About That
        Vikram Murthi

        Back in the 1990s, when Marc Maron began appearing on Late Night With Conan O'Brien as a panel guest, the comedian would often alienate the crowd. Like most of America at the time, O'Brien's audience was unfamiliar with Maron's confrontational brand of comedy and his assertive, opinionated energy. (In 1995, the same year he taped an episode of the HBO Comedy Half-Hour stand-up series, Maron was described as "so candid that a lot of people on the business side of comedy think he's a jerk" in a New...

      

      
        Trump Gets Rid of Those Pesky Statistics
        Alexandra Petri

        For decades, Donald Trump has been at war with numbers. Some have capitulated more swiftly than others. His weight, his golf scores, and his net worth have long fallen in line. As I understand it, a Trump doctor appointment consists of going to a medical professional and announcing how much you would like to weigh and what your resting heart rate ought to be, and the wise doctor's patriotic, good equipment cooperates to measure you correctly. (I have tried this myself without success. My scale is...

      

      
        A MAGA Attorney Hired Epstein's Lawyer for His 'Valuable' Experience
        Shane Harris

        In the summer of 2022, Donald Trump badly needed criminal-defense lawyers. Tim Parlatore, who was already working for the former president on an unrelated civil matter, joined the team defending Trump after an FBI search found classified government documents stored at his Florida estate. Parlatore had represented prominent Trump allies in their interactions with the congressional committee investigating the January 6 attacks; that was helpful, because Trump also faced charges stemming from the ri...

      

      
        Not With a Bang, but With a Truth Social Post
        Tom Nichols

        Donald Trump, beset by a week of bad news, has decided to rattle the most dangerous saber of all. In a post today on his Truth Social site, the president claimed that in response to recent remarks by former Russian President Dmitri Medvedev, he has "ordered two Nuclear Submarines to be positioned in the appropriate regions." (All American submarines are nuclear-powered; Trump may mean submarines armed with ballistic nuclear weapons.) "Words are very important," Trump added, "and can often lead to...

      

      
        Donald Trump Shoots the Messenger
        Jonathan Chait

        Broadly speaking, Donald Trump's authoritarian moves come in two flavors. The first is devious plans that help him amass power (say, turning the Departments of Justice and Defense over to lackeys, or using regulatory threats to bully media owners into favorable coverage). The second is foolish impulses that he follows because they make him feel momentarily better.Firing Erika McEntarfer, the commissioner of the Bureau of Labor Statistics, as Trump did via a Truth Social post this afternoon, falls...

      

      
        The Mystery of the Strong Economy Has Finally Been Solved
        Roge Karma

        The Trump economy doesn't look so hot after all. This morning, the Bureau of Labor Statistics released revised data showing that, over the past three months, the U.S. labor market experienced its worst quarter since 2010, other than during the first year of the coronavirus pandemic. The timing was awkward. Hours earlier, President Donald Trump had announced a huge new slate of tariffs, set to take effect next week. He'd been emboldened by the fact that the economy had remained strong until now de...

      

      
        'We're Trying to Do the Best We Can Before We Die'
        Claire Porter Robbins

        George Anton is hungry, but he's become used to the sensation--the urgent, aching feeling in his stomach, the heaviness of his limbs. He hardly has time to acknowledge the discomfort, given all the work he has to do. He is the operations manager for an aid-distribution program operating through the Holy Family Catholic Church in Gaza City, the sole remaining Catholic church in Gaza.Anton lives at the church in a single room that he shares with his wife and three daughters. Four hundred people are sheltering there, he told me;...

      

      
        An Action Movie That's a Total Joke
        David Sims

        Forgive me for saying this, but Liam Neeson has been in a few very silly movies. I refer not to the actual comedies he's popped up in but to the legion of action films he's churned out nonstop over the past 20 years--each seemingly more perfunctory and high-concept than the last. The actor has growled melodramatic lines, brandished a gun, and dealt with assorted faceless bad guys in an airplane and in an ice-road truck, and even while trapped inside a parked car. His on-screen tough-guy persona is...

      

      
        Turning a Hobby Into a Habit
        Maya Chung

        This is an edition of the Books Briefing, our editors' weekly guide to the best in books. Sign up for it here.During the coronavirus pandemic, I flirted with more hobbies than I can recall. I began by picking up the musical instruments lying around my parents' house--their piano, my sister's cello. I then ordered a ukulele online, inspired by a friend who marveled at the ease of learning the chords. Next came YouTube yoga, and then bird drawing (because I happened to find a guide to drawing birds ...

      

      
        Eight Books for Dabblers
        Sophia Stewart

        Every evening around 10 p.m., I settle onto the couch, open up the New York Times crossword app on my phone, and complete the day's puzzle. One moment I'm stumped; the next I'm struck by an epiphany. Once the grid is filled with interlocking words, I get no tangible reward for my efforts. All I have is a gold star on a screen--and the kind of fulfillment that comes only from doing something for the love of it.Crosswording, like many other hobbies, is not productive--but it's not vapid consumption, ...

      

      
        What's So Bad About Nicotine?
        Nicholas Florko

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.For the better part of the past century, the case against nicotine was simple: Smoking a cigarette might feel nice, but it will eventually kill you. Nearly one in five deaths in the United States is caused by complications from cigarette smoke. Chewing tobacco is less dangerous, but still deadly: It has long been associated with head and neck cancers.But in 2025, nicotine isn't so straightforward. Smoking is ...

      

      
        Photos of the Week: Ice Factory, Cattle Race, Winding Path
        Alan Taylor

        Abdul Saboor / ReutersCrowds cheer on riders during Stage 21 of the Tour de France, in Paris, on July 27, 2025.Artur Widak / Anadolu / GettySpurt, an Australian shepherd, performs an obstacle run during Wild Wild Woof, at the 2025 KDays festival, in Edmonton, Alberta, Canada, on July 26, 2025.Yong Teck Lim / GettySabina Makhmudova of Team Uzbekistan competes in the women's solo free preliminaries on Day 10 of the World Aquatics Championships, in Singapore, on July 20, 2025.Allen J. Schaben / Los ...

      

      
        Floodlines Part IX: Rebirth
        Vann R. Newkirk II

        Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube | Pocket CastsFive years ago, The Atlantic published Floodlines, an eight-part podcast that told the story of Hurricane Katrina and of the people in New Orleans who survived it. The show detailed the ways that failures of federal and local policies concerning flood control and levees created the flood that submerged New Orleans in 2005, and also the ways that preexisting social inequalities marked some people for disaster and spared others. Throu...

      

      
        Memoir of a Mailman
        Tyler Austin Harper

        "Delivering the mail is a 'Halloween job,' " Stephen Starring Grant observes in Mailman: My Wild Ride Delivering the Mail in Appalachia and Finally Finding Home. "An occupation with a uniform, immediately recognizable, even by children." What to call Grant's book is harder to say. It is an unusual amalgam: a pandemic memoir, a love letter to the Blue Ridge Mountains, a participant observer's ethnography of a rural post office, an indictment of government austerity, and a witness statement attesti...

      

      
        How American Power Should Be Deployed
        Garry Kasparov

        Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube | Overcast | Pocket CastsHow should American power be deployed in the world? Since the Cold War, America's role as a global leader has been up for debate.Host Garry Kasparov and former U.S. Ambassador to the United Nations John Bolton dissect the state of the neoconservative geopolitical worldview. They consider what the latest iteration of the "America First" foreign-policy rationale signals for democracy worldwide and analyze what it means that...

      

      
        The Warped Idealism of Trump's Trade Policy
        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.Tomorrow is Donald Trump's deadline to agree to trade deals before he imposes tariffs, and he means it this time. Why are you laughing? (In fact, since saying that yesterday, he's already chickened out with Mexico, putting the "taco" in, well, TACO.)But the president has already written off hopes of rea...

      

      
        The Birth of the Attention Economy
        Jake Lundberg

        This is an edition of Time-Travel Thursdays, a journey through The Atlantic's archives to contextualize the present. Sign up here.Early in the Civil War, Oliver Wendell Holmes Sr. announced in The Atlantic that the necessities of life had been reduced to two things: bread and the newspaper. Trying to keep up with what Holmes called the "excitements of the time," civilians lived their days newspaper to newspaper, hanging on the latest reports. Reading anything else felt beside the point.The newspaper was an inescapable force, Holmes wrote;...

      

      
        The Man Who Was Too MAHA for the Trump Administration
        Benjamin Mazer

        Vinay Prasad, until Tuesday one of the country's top medical regulators, just got a bitter taste of what it means to have real power. In recent months, the academic hematologist-oncologist, medical contrarian, and polemic podcaster had become a central figure at the U.S. Food and Drug Administration. In May, he was chosen to lead its Center for Biologics Evaluation and Research--a position that gave him authority over vaccines and gene therapies. In June, Marty Makary, who is currently the FDA com...

      

      
        Hamas Wants Gaza to Starve
        Ahmed Fouad Alkhatib

        This week, the world seems to be finally paying attention to the magnitude of the suffering in Gaza. The futile policies pursued by the Israeli government--prodded by the far-right cabinet ministers Bezalel Smotrich and Itamar Ben-Gvir--have reduced the supply of humanitarian aid, food, and supplies in Gaza. Israel has unnecessarily reengineered the distribution of aid, failing to achieve its goal of separating the civilian population from Hamas while further constricting its supply. And for these ...

      

      
        How to Know You're Not a Phony
        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 am not a writer. I've been fooling myself and other people," wrote John Steinbeck in his private journal when he was working on The Grapes of Wrath, his 1939 epic novel about a family fleeing the Oklahoma Dust Bowl during the Depression to seek a better future in California. You might think he was simply experiencing momentary self-doubt but, informed by my work as an academic and writer, I se...

      

      
        The Big Story: The Happiness Files
        The Atlantic

        Join Atlantic editor in chief Jeffrey Goldberg and contributing writer Arthur C. Brooks for a discussion about Brooks's new book, The Happiness Files: Insights on Work and Life. Based on Brooks's popular "How to Build a Life" column in The Atlantic, The Happiness Files offers practical wisdom to help readers lead a life that feels full and meaningful. Subscribers will enjoy this exclusive virtual conversation and have the opportunity to pre-submit questions for Brooks to answer live during the se...
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This Is the News From TikTok

When young adults use the social-media outlet to keep up with current events, what kind of information are they getting?

by Amogh Dimri




When he learned one night this summer that the United States had bombed Iran, the content creator Aaron Parnas responded right away, showing what's bad and what's good about using TikTok for news. Shortly after 7:46 p.m. ET on June 21, he saw Donald Trump's Truth Social post announcing the air strikes. At 7:52, according to a time stamp, Parnas uploaded to TikTok a minute-long video in which he looked into the camera; read out the president's post, which identified the suspected nuclear sites that the U.S. had targeted; and added a note of skepticism about whether Iran would heed Trump's call for peace. As traditional media outlets revealed more details that night, Parnas summarized their findings in nine more reports, some of which he recorded from a car.

Parnas wasn't adding elaborate detail or original reporting. What he had to offer was speed--plus a deep understanding of how to reach people on TikTok, which may not seem an obvious or trustworthy source of news: The platform is owned by a Chinese company, ByteDance, which lawmakers in Washington, D.C., fear could be manipulated to promote Beijing's interests. TikTok's algorithm offers each user a personalized feed of short, grabby videos--an arrangement that seems unlikely to serve up holistic coverage of current events.

Even so, according to a Pew Research Center poll from last fall, 17 percent of adults--and 39 percent of adults under 30--regularly get informed about current affairs on the app. Fewer than 1 percent of all TikTok accounts followed by Americans are traditional media outlets. Instead, users are relying not only on "newsfluencers" such as Parnas but also on skits reenacting the latest Supreme Court ruling, hype videos for political agendas, and other news-adjacent clips that are hard to describe to people who don't use TikTok.

Last summer, after the first assassination attempt on Trump, one viral video fused clips of the bloody-eared Republican raising his fist with snippets of Joe Biden's well wishes. Simultaneously, Chappell Roan's ballad for the lovestruck, "Casual," played, hinting at a bromance. On my For You page in June, as U.S.-Iran tensions flared, I saw a string of videos known as "edits"--minute-long music montages--on the general topic. One spliced together footage of zooming F-16s, Captain America intimidating his enemies in an elevator, and bald eagles staring ominously while AC/DC's "Thunderstruck" blared. Skeptics might wonder: When people say they get their news from TikTok, what exactly are they learning?

Read: The internet is TikTok now

Frequent consumers of current-affairs content on TikTok insist that they can decipher what's going on in the world--that, even if they have to extrapolate facts from memes, the brevity and entertainment value compensate for a lack of factual detail. "A lot of things are in simpler terms on TikTok," Miles Maltbia, a 22-year-old cybersecurity analyst from Chicago, told me. "That, and convenience, makes it the perfect place to get all my news from." And as more and more users turn to TikTok for news, creators such as Parnas are finding ways to game the algorithm.

Parnas, who is 26, is a lawyer by trade. He told me that he monitors every court case he deems significant with a legal tracker. He was immersed in politics at an early age. (His father, Lev Parnas, gained brief notoriety as an associate of Rudy Giuliani during Trump's first term. "I love my dad," Aaron Parnas has said. "And I'm not my dad.") C-SPAN is on "all day every day." And he's enabled X and Truth Social notifications for posts from every member of Congress and major world leader. When he decides that his phone's alerts are newsworthy, he hits the record button. His rapid-reaction formula for news has made him a one-man media giant: He currently has 4.2 million followers on TikTok. He told me that his videos on the platform have reached more than 100 million American users in the past six months. His Substack newsletter also has the most subscriptions of any in the "news" category, and he recently interviewed Senator Cory Booker, French Foreign Minister Jean-Noel Barrot, and this magazine's editor in chief.

Still, Parnas's TikTok model relies heavily on reporting by other outlets. And Parnas's 24/7 information blitz may be jarring for those whose media-consumption habits are not already calibrated for TikTok. There's no "Good evening" or "Welcome." But he's reaching an audience who other media don't: Many of his viewers, he thinks, are "young people who don't watch the news and never have and never will." He added, "They just don't have the attention span to."

Ashley Acosta, a rising senior at the University of Pennsylvania, told me she liked the fact that Parnas is his own boss, outside the corporate media world. She contrasted him with outlets such as ABC, which recently fired the correspondent Terry Moran for an X post that called Trump a "world-class hater." Nick Parigi, a 24-year-old graduate of the University of Texas at Austin, also sees Parnas as a valuable news source. "You're getting less propagandized," he told me. "It's not pushing an agenda." Last year, Parnas explicitly supported Kamala Harris's presidential candidacy, but he prides himself on delivering basic information in a straightforward manner. "I wish we would just go back to the fact-based, Walter Cronkite-style of reporting," he told me. "So that's what I do." For Parnas to sound like the CBS News legend, you'd have to watch his TikToks at half speed.

If Parnas is a genre-defining anchor, Jack Mac is the equivalent of a shock jock. A creator with 1.1 million followers, he uses the term "journalisming" to describe his work, which amounts to commenting on stories he finds interesting or amusing--such as a "patriot" New York firefighter being suspended for letting young women ride in his firetruck.

"Do I think TikTok is the best source for news? No," Olivia Stringfield, a 25-year-old from South Carolina who works in marketing, told me. But she's a fan of Mac because he offers "a more glamorous way to get the news"--and a quick, convenient way. "I don't have time to sit down and read the paper like my parents did," Stringfield said.

Robert Kozinets, a professor at the University of Southern California who has studied Gen Z's media consumption on TikTok, told me that users rarely seek out news. It finds them. "The default position is: Algorithm, let the information flow over me," he said. "Load me up. I'll interrupt it when I see something interesting." On a platform where little content is searched, creators dress up the news to make it algorithm friendly.

The Washington Post is one established media brand that has leaned into the growing format of TikTok news skits. In one video about the Supreme Court, a Post staffer wearing a college-graduation robe wields a toolbox mallet as a gavel to channel Chief Justice John Roberts, and when she mimics him, her background turns into red curtains. "South Carolina can cut off Medicaid funding for Planned Parenthood," she says. Dave Jorgenson, who launched the Post's TikTok channel in 2019, announced recently that he's leaving to set up his own online-video company--a testament to the demand for this new style of content.

From the January 2025 issue: The 'mainstream media' has already lost

The Post's embrace of TikTok has been unusual for an outlet of the newspaper's stature. The prevalence of vibes-based content on the video platform raises obvious questions about truth and accuracy. Many users I spoke with trusted crowdsourced fact-checking to combat misinformation, via the comments section. I asked Maltbia, the analyst from Chicago, how he knows which comments to trust. "I'll usually look at the ones that are the most liked," he said. "But if it still sounds a little shady to me, then I'll probably Google it."

Parnas defended the integrity of TikTok news. "There's no more misinformation on TikTok than there is on Twitter, than there is on Fox News, than sometimes there is on CNN," he told me. That claim is impossible to verify: TikTok's factual accuracy is under-researched. One assessment by the media watchdog NewsGuard found that 20 percent of TikTok's news search results contained misinformation--but no user I spoke with bothers with the app's search function.

Whether TikTok will continue to gain popularity as a news outlet isn't yet clear. Citing fears of hostile foreign control over a major communications platform, Congress overwhelmingly passed legislation aimed at forcing TikTok's Chinese owners to sell. But Trump has now delayed implementation of the law three times since he took office.

In the meantime, users of the platform keep stretching the definition of news. On TikTok, "news is anything that's new," Kozinets, the USC professor, told me. Entrepreneurial creators who care about current events will keep testing delivery formats to gain more eyeballs on the platform. And even if TikTok is sold or shuts down, similar apps are sure to fill any vacuum. The challenge of packaging news for distribution by a black-box algorithm seems here to stay.
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Israel Under Pressure

Will strains between Donald Trump and Benjamin Netanyahu force Israel's hand?

by The Editors




This week, Donald Trump broke with Benjamin Netanyahu over the humanitarian crisis in Gaza. Meanwhile, Trump fired the director of the Bureau of Labor Statistics after the release of the latest jobs report. Panelists on Washington Week With The Atlantic joined to discuss this and more.

"Trump believes that he has the ability and leverage over Netanyahu," Alexander Ward, a national-security reporter at The Wall Street Journal, said last night. But the reason that "there isn't as much leverage as the Trump team believes is because Netanyahu has his own politics, too."

Joining Atlantic staff writer Franklin Foer to discuss: Leigh Ann Caldwell, the chief Washington correspondent at Puck; Andrea Mitchell, the chief Washington and foreign-affairs correspondent at NBC News; Alexander Ward, a national-security reporter at The Wall Street Journal; and Nancy A. Youssef, a staff writer at The Atlantic.

Watch the full episode here.
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The 'Slacker' Teen Who Was More Than Just a Punch Line

As Theo Huxtable, Malcolm-Jamal Warner captured the complexities of struggling to meet expectations.

by Laura Bradley




In the first episode of The Cosby Show, Cliff Huxtable (played by Bill Cosby) walks into his only son's messy room with a mission: getting him to care about improving his straight-D report card. But the teenager proves difficult to rattle.

After his father makes a big show of giving him Monopoly money and then taking it all away bill by bill for hypothetical expenses, Theo (Malcolm-Jamal Warner) holds firm in his assertion that he doesn't need to emulate his parents in order to be happy. "If you weren't a doctor," he tells his father, "I wouldn't love you less, because you're my dad." Can't the same be true in reverse? For a moment, it seems as if Theo has gotten through. But instead, Cliff goes off, scolding his son for being "afraid to try, because you're afraid that your brain is going to explode, and it's gonna ooze out of your ears."

The genius of the scene is that both characters are right. Theo is afraid to try, but he also recognizes one of his father's limitations: Cliff has a very specific idea of what success looks like, which can burden his children as they try to live up to it. It's a testament to Warner's skill as a performer that even when Theo isn't winning an argument with his dad, he evinces a complex vulnerability.

Warner, who died last week, at the age of 54, struck a delicate balance while playing Theo: He's hubristic but not smug, clueless but not buffoonish. Nailing these nuances was key. Although today Cosby's name is inextricable from his tarnished legacy, The Cosby Show was nonetheless groundbreaking in its portrayal of a well-educated, middle-class Black family--and Theo's story bookends the series, starting with the Monopoly lesson and ending with his graduation from college. Cliff uses tough love to teach his son that hard work is instrumental to prospering in life. But Warner played Theo as the house jester, balancing the dramatic tension of his character's uncertain future with his impeccable ability to deliver a one-liner. Ultimately, Theo's development does not amount to simple "success" or "failure." His arc comes into focus when he finds his sense of purpose--in part by challenging his parents' judgments and assumptions.

As a high-school freshman at the start of the series, Theo isn't much for studying. Instead, he hopes to skate by on charisma alone--which rarely works--and aspires to land a variety of improbable dream jobs, such as tennis pro, pilot, and model. Theo's apathy serves as a counterpoint to Cliff's moralizing about the importance of education and family values to one's social mobility, which echoed Cosby's own. In retrospect, Cliff's fears about his son's future foreshadowed the comedian's public excoriations of Black youth, which drew national attention in the early 2000s--mainly, his charge that they were "going nowhere." The harshness that sometimes emerges in Cliff's approach to parenting lands with a more punitive thud in that context. And with Theo, we eventually see that the slacker persona his father has projected onto him is not the full picture.

Read: How Bill Cosby's 'pound cake' speech helped lead to his downfall

Theo's apparent lack of motivation occasionally drives his father to theatrical extremes. In one episode, Cliff enlists the entire family to simulate the "real world" for his son; the exercise walks Theo through getting a job, renting an apartment, and surviving life's unpleasant realities for a day. Like the earlier Monopoly gambit, it doesn't really work. When his mother, Clair (Phylicia Rashad), suggests afterward that he's learned an important lesson, Theo clarifies for her. "I learned that when I go into the real world," he says, "I don't want to do business with anyone in my family."

The episode's punch line reflects a common parent-child dynamic: Rather than attempting to find common ground, both sides put up a wall--in the Huxtables' case, through humor. The Cosby Show indulges in this again and again, as Theo's parents invent dramatic ways to school their son; they even go so far as to stage a mock trial to catch Theo in a lie. Their son, meanwhile, typically shrugs it all off with a joke. The show's early years often played the chasm between Theo's overconfidence and the outcomes of his actions for laughs too. For example, take a scene in which he tries to impress his older sister Denise's (Lisa Bonet) study buddy: Theo adopts a baritone voice, and then Denise manhandles him out the door.

As with many adolescent boys, Theo's bravado is a mask for his still-developing identity. The relatability of his "fake it 'til you make it" attitude renders him endearing, even when he's the butt of a joke. Still, Theo's self-mythology suggests a latent sadness, perhaps stemming from a suspicion that he might live out his adult life as a regular person, rather than the educated professional his parents expect him to become.

But for as often as the show points out the teen's foibles, Warner never lets viewers dismiss Theo outright. For a while, he animates his character's puppyish demeanor with perfectly timed voice cracks and awkward body language. Yet the actor slowly recalibrates as both he and Theo age, shifting the fumbling swagger toward a more mature kind of self-assurance. Some of the show's most rewarding scenes arrive when Theo, as an older teen, earns his father's respect by showing up as his full self. On two separate occasions, Theo and his best friend, who goes by the nickname "Cockroach" (Carl Anthony Payne II), write a rap for a class assignment. Both iterations include catchy lyrics that demonstrate an understanding of the material; teens like Theo and Cockroach can do great work, the show suggests, when they have room to be creative.

It feels fitting, then, that Theo's emotional turning point comes from a diagnosis that upends his parents' skepticism about him. After he enrolls in college, Theo learns that he's dyslexic, which reframes his academic challenges, flighty aspirations, and self-doubts. (Charting a clear path forward is hard when you believe that you aren't smart enough to advance.) The revelation frees Theo from the "failure" narrative that the adults in his life have pinned on him; he begins performing better academically as a result. More important, he invests his downtime in a meaningful, altruistic pursuit.

Read: Not enough has changed since Sanford and Son

As a volunteer at the local community center, Theo lights up while mentoring tweens who have struggles similar to his own, and not just because he's good at it. Working with a younger generation gives Theo a platform to draw upon his life experiences and learn as he goes, affirming his newfound sense of accomplishment. When one of his advisers tells him he's doing well but isn't "there" yet, Theo agrees--a moment Warner underscores by smiling to himself as he murmurs, "But I'm growing." The pleasure Warner brings to the exchange reflects just how much his character has transformed from an aimless teen afraid to fail into an adult who recognizes that trial and error are part of life.

The Cosby Show closes with the whole family gathering. Although Cliff reflects on the long, hard road his son faced to get here, Theo's real triumph is different, and more significant. He's no longer feigning confidence or struggling to understand why the things that come easily to others are so difficult for him. He won't become a doctor or a lawyer. After years of effort, he's defined what personal success means to him. A sense of direction is what his parents have wanted for him all along. And now he's found it for himself.
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The Powerful Consistency of Mail Delivery

How mail carriers manage to do a job that keeps the country running

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.


After losing his corporate marketing job during the pandemic, Stephen Starring Grant decided to move back home and become a rural mail-carrier associate in Blacksburg, Virginia. His recently published memoir unravels what he learned about Appalachian identity and blue-collar experiences, but also about the power of showing up, every single day. "In Grant's telling, postal workers bring order and predictability to a country that can feel like it's unraveling, especially during crises that starkly illustrate how reliant we are on the federal bureaucracy," Tyler Austin Harper writes in a review of the memoir.

Today's newsletter looks at how mail carriers do their jobs--even in the most remote parts of the country--and why their work matters.

On Mail Delivery

Memoir of a Mailman

By Tyler Austin Harper

A new book describes the challenges and joys of life as a letter carrier.

Read the article.

How the Most Remote Community in America Gets Its Mail

By Sarah Yager

Transporting letters and packages to the village of Supai requires a feat of logistics, horsemanship, and carefully placed hooves.

Read the article.

The Quiet Heroism of Mail Delivery

By Mara Wilson

After a natural disaster, courier services such as USPS and UPS help communities return to a sense of normalcy. (From 2019)

Read the article.



Still Curious?

	When you give a tree an email address: The city of Melbourne assigned trees email addresses so citizens could report problems such as dangerous branches. Instead, people wrote thousands of love letters to their favorite trees, Adrienne LaFrance wrote in 2015.
 	The endangered art of letter writing: In 1981, Belinda struck up a conversation with a stranger on a ferry. Nearly 40 years later, she and that stranger, Julie, still write each other physical letters multiple times a year.




Other Diversions

	An action movie that's a total joke
 	How to know you're not a phony
 	Eight books for dabblers




P.S.


Courtesy of Jane Stahl



I recently asked readers to share a photo of something that sparks their sense of awe in the world. "On a rare sunny day during this season's rainy May and June, I picked up a red rose that had been dropped on the sidewalk," Jane Stahl, 78, from Boyertown, Pennsylvania, writes. "I enjoyed this single bloom on my kitchen windowsill, reminding me that sometimes it's the little things that provide joy on cloudy days, beauties that inspire us to look for more of them in our travels. And, indeed, that's what happened. During the rest of my walk that morning, I saw roses everywhere and 'brought them home' via my phone's camera to share with friends and remind me to look for those little things."

I'll continue to feature your responses in the coming weeks.

-- Isabel
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Marc Maron Has Some Thoughts About That

The comedian's style is still confrontational and opinionated--but now his subjects are different.

by Vikram Murthi




Back in the 1990s, when Marc Maron began appearing on Late Night With Conan O'Brien as a panel guest, the comedian would often alienate the crowd. Like most of America at the time, O'Brien's audience was unfamiliar with Maron's confrontational brand of comedy and his assertive, opinionated energy. (In 1995, the same year he taped an episode of the HBO Comedy Half-Hour stand-up series, Maron was described as "so candid that a lot of people on the business side of comedy think he's a jerk" in a New York magazine profile of the alt-comedy scene.) But through sheer will, he would eventually win them back. "You always did this thing where you would dig yourself into a hole and then come out of it and shoot out of it like this geyser," O'Brien recently told Maron. "It was a roller-coaster ride in the classic sense."

Maron, though, was rarely attempting to sour the room. "I went out there wanting that first joke to work every time! It just did not," he told O'Brien. Even when he eventually achieved some mainstream success through his long-running podcast, WTF With Marc Maron, Maron's comedy remained an acquired taste, equal parts cantankerous and ruminative. Still, he reached that success by maintaining his creative voice, not by compromising it. It's an approach partially born out of necessity, he acknowledges in Panicked, his new HBO Max special: "I don't know if all I'm doing is mining for gold in a river of panic."

Panicked is the third special from Maron this decade, following 2020's End Times Fun and 2023's From Bleak to Dark. In this loose trilogy, the comedian contends with catastrophic current events--climate emergencies, COVID, the gradual rise of authoritarianism--while addressing difficulties in his personal life. These specials feature Maron at his most controlled: He delivers long-form cinematic narratives while dipping into character work (affecting voices, embodying personas) and experimenting with physical comedy.

One recurring subject in Panicked is, for lack of a better term, all varieties of shittiness: Maron talks about his cat Charlie's diarrhea troubles and the discovery of rat feces in his crawl space, which eventually prompts an existential spiral about why his home has seemingly become a rest-stop bathroom for the neighborhood rodents. The theme--this feeling of being surrounded by the muck--extends beyond the purely domestic. As he sees it, America has declined under fascistic leadership; democracy itself has nose-dived in part because of comedians who are overly obsessed with censorship; Maron's father's mind is slowly decaying because of his dementia. In one digression, Maron muses about various possibilities for his own corpse once he dies: a cemetery burial where no one will visit him; a cremation where his ashes will be possibly mixed into his cat's food; an environmentally friendly burial in a forest that will one day be developed into housing.

Some of these seem like terrible options for the afterlife, frankly--and while this riffing is funny, it's also unavoidably dark. "I don't think that I ever got into this to be entertaining," Maron tells his audience. It's an instructive, revealing sentiment he's conveyed many times before, especially on WTF, which he recently announced will end this fall. Even when Maron was a younger, more aggressive comic, his jokes were always a vehicle for recursive self-reflection. He held people's attention by exposing his psyche and excavating humor from the act of emotional vulnerability.

At the same time, Maron's work has never been about personal confession for its own sake. Consider a lengthy bit from Panicked during which he recalls sexual trauma he may have experienced as a child. When Maron and his brother were younger, he explains, they had an older male babysitter who asked them to sexually service him. Maron isn't certain whether he complied (though he admits that it's distinctly possible), but he proceeds to itemize other childhood traumas, such as being shamed for his weight by his mother, that he considers "much worse than blowing the babysitter."

Read: Comedy's most erudite buffoon

Maron begins the bit by insisting that he's processed the experience; the story isn't meant to solicit pity or serve as the basis for a TED Talk-like speech about how to overcome hardship. Instead, it's a springboard to explore how people in his orbit worked through the abuse that they've inflicted on others. He digs into what he describes as his mother's neglectful parenting; he reimagines his old babysitter as a current-day "anti-woke" comedian who brags about his sadistic exploits. Anguish is redirected into forceful speculation, all without sacrificing the laughs.

Since WTF premiered in 2009, Maron's temperament has certainly softened. But his perspective, and the way he manages his emotions, have remained remarkably consistent from the jump. Consider the gap in personal circumstance between Panicked and 2009's Final Engagement, his third comedy album and some of the most bitter stand-up I've ever heard. Though Final Engagement was recorded at a personal low and Panicked arguably at a professional peak, he's recognizably the same person in both works. His subjects and their contexts may change, but Maron's style--his cheeky and dyspeptic delivery, his wound-up body language, the way he can use a stool as rhetorical punctuation--has been constant, a sign not of stagnation but of truth.

While it's possible to divide Maron's career into phases--not famous and then sort-of famous, grumpy and less grumpy--it's better to view his body of work as a continuum. In End Times Fun, he directed outrage toward the normalization of California's worsening wildfire seasons; by Panicked, the normalization has set in, and he tells a story about needlessly evacuating his home during the fires that swept through Southern California earlier this year. Similarly, the rage he expressed in his following album, 2006's Tickets Still Available, about George W. Bush using the potential capture of Osama bin Laden as an electoral strategy, is not dissimilar from his incredulous anger in Panicked regarding voters eager to say retarded without reprisal.

If Maron's perspective has changed, it's in relation to evolving cultural norms. In Panicked, Maron describes his phone as his "primary emotional partner" with sarcastic resignation, a stance that amasses some historical weight given that, in 2002, he closed his first album by mocking the frenzied dread of a person who had forgotten their cellphone. He's also surrendered some ground on his long-standing discomfort with psychiatric medication now that he takes an anti-anxiety pill. ("Just to report in, it's not working," he deadpans.) But personal growth is neither a straight line nor a total transformation; sometimes it happens by remaining present and real in a world that offers little solid footing. The pleasure of Maron's stand-up is witnessing him use his voice to continually revise thoughts amidst shifting winds--not a conventional sort of entertainment, but a style that still counts for something.
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Trump Gets Rid of Those Pesky Statistics

The numbers were simply not patriotic enough.

by Alexandra Petri




For decades, Donald Trump has been at war with numbers. Some have capitulated more swiftly than others. His weight, his golf scores, and his net worth have long fallen in line. As I understand it, a Trump doctor appointment consists of going to a medical professional and announcing how much you would like to weigh and what your resting heart rate ought to be, and the wise doctor's patriotic, good equipment cooperates to measure you correctly. (I have tried this myself without success. My scale is not a true patriot.) Mean, wicked scales that display unflattering numbers, and foolish, incompetent golf balls that do not traverse the correct distance, are promptly discarded and replaced with their more loyal counterparts.

This is how value works! As Trump testified once in court, "My net worth fluctuates, and it goes up and down with the markets and with attitudes and with feelings, even my own feelings ... Yes, even my own feelings, as to where the world is, where the world is going, and that can change rapidly from day to day."

Some data, such as the number of votes he received at the polls in 2020, initially refused to budge. But with a little bit of threatening from some extra-patriotic patriots, the election turned out to have been a Trump blowout. Just ask any elected Republican; they'll tell you! Now these politicians are working on gerrymandering the country so that it will understand that Republicans are in the majority everywhere--which poll results would already be saying if they were more patriotic.

And now, at last, Donald Trump has fired the head of the Bureau of Labor Statistics. Once these disloyal statisticians are out of the way, the data will finally start to cooperate. The only possible reason the economy could be doing anything other than booming is Joe Biden-legacy manipulation. The economy is not frightened and exhausted by a man who pursues his tariffs with the wild-eyed avidity of Captain Ahab and seems genuinely unable to grasp the meaning of a trade deficit. No, the numbers are simply not patriotic enough. We must make an example of them! When they are frightened enough, I am sure they will show growth.

Fumbling around in a fog of vibes and misinformation and things you saw on Fox News is good enough for the president; why should the rest of us ask for anything better? Soon, no one will know what is happening--what the problem is, or what remedies to apply. What sectors are booming and which are contracting, whether interest rates should be higher or lower, whether it's hotter or colder than last year, whether mortality has gone up or gone down. It will be vibes all the way down. Soon we will all be bumping around helplessly in the dark.

That's a good thing. We can all breathe easier and know that the economy is doing just what the president wants it to do. Try feeling like eggs are cheaper! Try feeling like you have a job. Try feeling like you can buy the amount of goods and services with your dollar that you desire. Close your eyes and try a little harder. Then you'll feel the prosperity. Trickling down, so warmly, from Trump on high. And the invisible hand, lifting you up.

Finally, the numbers will be vanquished. Finally, we will be free.
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A MAGA Attorney Hired Epstein's Lawyer for His 'Valuable' Experience

A firm that represents Pete Hegseth and once represented Donald Trump now employs a co-executor of the disgraced financier's estate.

by Shane Harris




In the summer of 2022, Donald Trump badly needed criminal-defense lawyers. Tim Parlatore, who was already working for the former president on an unrelated civil matter, joined the team defending Trump after an FBI search found classified government documents stored at his Florida estate. Parlatore had represented prominent Trump allies in their interactions with the congressional committee investigating the January 6 attacks; that was helpful, because Trump also faced charges stemming from the riot. Parlatore was a star lawyer in Trump world, so it's more than a little surprising that, in the fall of that year, he hired a close associate of one of the most notorious villains in the extended MAGA universe: Jeffrey Epstein.

Before he joined the Parlatore Law Group, Darren Indyke was Epstein's personal attorney for nearly a quarter century and reportedly among his closest associates and advisers. Parlatore's decision to hire Indyke appears to have escaped public notice. But Indyke, by his own account, has been working for the firm since October 2022.

Indyke is also a co-executor of Epstein's estate, which has made settlement payments to more than 100 alleged victims of the deceased multimillionaire's sex trafficking. Two women have sued Indyke, along with Epstein's former accountant, claiming that they helped administer a network of dozens of bank accounts, corporate entities, and money transfers that enabled Epstein's crimes. In court filings, Indyke has categorically denied any involvement in or knowledge of Epstein's alleged crimes.

I called Parlatore earlier this week after I noticed Indyke's photo and bio on the law firm's website. "He has skills doing a bunch of stuff that I don't know how to do, as far as corporate work," Parlatore told me during a brief conversation. He added that Indyke's "experience on the legal side of the Epstein business was valuable." For instance, Indyke knows how to structure financial arrangements and purchase aircraft, Parlatore said. "I hired him because of that."

Read: Inside the White House's Epstein strategy

Those kinds of financial skills are what the two women who sued Indyke allege were at the heart of Epstein's criminal enterprise. In his bio, Indyke touts his experience "as general counsel to family offices, serial entrepreneurs, investors, and other ultra-high-net-worth clientele." He doesn't mention Epstein. Among his other capabilities: "Complex business and commercial transactions," as well as "aviation, marine, and other exotic asset purchases, sales, and operation."

Indyke "came to me because he was looking for a job," Parlatore told me. He said he was aware of the allegations in the ongoing civil lawsuit, which was filed in 2024, after Indyke had joined the firm. But he said that Indyke had assured him that "the FBI looked into it, and they didn't find anything."

Indyke has not been charged with a crime. He did not respond to an email or a text message I sent, or to a voicemail I left at the number listed for him at the firm.

When he hired Indyke, Parlatore told me, "the Epstein stuff, as far as I was concerned, was irrelevant to me."

The Epstein stuff is highly relevant, however, and of the utmost political salience to Trump's base. For many Trump voters, the Epstein story captures how rich and powerful people can use their influence and connections to cover up one another's dark deeds. It's the kind of corrupt back-scratching that Trump has long pledged to stamp out. For weeks now, Trump has been at pains to distance himself from Epstein, once a close friend. Parlatore's work with Indyke seems unlikely to help that effort, particularly because Parlatore is now working closely with a key member of Trump's Cabinet, Secretary of Defense Pete Hegseth.

To describe Parlatore simply as what he is--Hegseth's personal lawyer and a Pentagon adviser--would overlook the symbiotic relationship that allowed both of them to rise inside Trump's circle.

Parlatore began representing U.S. troops accused of grave misconduct when Hegseth was catching Trump's attention as a Fox News host, during the president's first term. Hegseth made defending troops a personal on-air cause, arguing the military court system unfairly prosecuted "warriors" who had made tough decisions in the heat of battle.

Parlatore represented Navy Chief Eddie Gallagher, who was charged with premeditated murder following the death of a 17-year-old suspected Islamic State fighter in Iraq in 2017. Two years later, a court acquitted Gallagher on all charges except for taking a photograph with the corpse, and the Navy demoted him. Trump then pardoned Gallagher and reinstated his rank.

Parlatore had also become Hegseth's personal attorney. In 2024, after Trump nominated Hegseth as defense secretary, Parlatore threatened legal action against a woman who had filed a police report seven years earlier saying that Hegseth had assaulted her in a hotel. Parlatore told CNN that Hegseth's accuser was free to speak publicly, because a confidentiality agreement covering her and the nominee was no longer in effect. But he said he would consider suing her for civil extortion and defamation if she made what Parlatore described as false claims that might jeopardize Hegseth's chances of Senate confirmation.

Parlatore aggressively criticized reporters who questioned Hegseth's qualifications to run the Defense Department, and he helped his client prepare for a contentious nomination hearing. Hegseth squeaked through, after Vice President J. D. Vance cast the tie-breaking vote to confirm him.

Parlatore has been by Hegseth's side since he entered the Pentagon in January. A former naval surface-warfare officer, Parlatore rejoined the service as a reserve commander in the JAG Corps. Hegseth swore him back into uniform.

Read: When Pete Hegseth's Pentagon tenure started going sideways

Even as Hegseth has fired or dismissed a number of advisers, Parlatore has survived, and many officials in the Pentagon see him as the key intermediary to reach Hegseth. When journalists call the Pentagon with questions, they're often directed to Parlatore.

Parlatore has also backed up Hegseth's policy agenda, supporting the removal of hundreds of books flagged for DEI-related content from the library of the U.S. Naval Academy, from which Parlatore graduated.

Before Trump's reelection, Parlatore was a central member of the legal team representing the former president in the classified-documents case and even testified before the grand jury investigating the matter. He oversaw searches for additional classified documents at Trump properties.

Parlatore left Trump's legal team in May 2023, shortly before the former president was charged in the documents case, amid disputes with another attorney who Parlatore thought was hindering Trump's defense.

According to Indyke's LinkedIn profile, he is "of counsel" at the Parlatore Law Group, which usually describes a lawyer who is not a partner, but also not a junior employee. Some lawyers who are of counsel work on special projects or with particular clients.

Parlatore told me that Indyke's work on the Epstein estate has kept him so busy that he didn't have time for much else. Indyke also represents a few individual clients, Parlatore said, without naming them.

Meanwhile, Parlatore has been dabbling in conspiracy theories about the death of his colleague's former boss. On the Shawn Ryan Show podcast in May of last year, the host asked Parlatore why cases like Epstein's "are just being whisked away into nothing."

The obvious reason Epstein's federal prosecution for sex trafficking did not move forward in 2019 was that he hanged himself in his Manhattan jail cell. But Parlatore sensed darker forces at play.

"There's always pressure being brought when certain cases could reveal embarrassing things about people in power," he said. He speculated that Epstein had never stood trial "because he was permitted to kill himself." By whom, he didn't say.

Earlier this week, Parlatore posted a monologue on social media dismissing the idea that Epstein kept a "client list," the white whale of the saga that would supposedly identify powerful men for whom Epstein procured young women and girls. Parlatore suggested that Epstein didn't create such a list, but that the Justice Department lawyers who prosecuted him may have done so.

Government lawyers, he argued, "only really pursued the theory that Epstein trafficked girls for himself. They didn't bother looking for who else was involved."

Left unsaid was that some of Epstein's victims have gone looking for others involved in enabling Epstein's misconduct, and they claim that one trail leads to Indyke.

Last year, Epstein's estate, which Indyke administers with Epstein's former accountant, received a nearly $112 million tax refund from the IRS. "With most large claims against the estate having been settled, that newfound cash isn't likely to make its way to victims of the disgraced financier," The New York Times reported in January. But some of the assets could go to Indyke, as well as other beneficiaries that Epstein named before he died.

I asked Parlatore if he was aware that his associate stood to reap a financial windfall. That was news to him, he said, then added that if Indyke does come into a large amount of money, perhaps he'll quit the law firm.

Nancy A. Youssef contributed reporting.
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Not With a Bang, but With a Truth Social Post

The president is rattling a nuclear saber as a distraction.

by Tom Nichols




Donald Trump, beset by a week of bad news, has decided to rattle the most dangerous saber of all. In a post today on his Truth Social site, the president claimed that in response to recent remarks by former Russian President Dmitri Medvedev, he has "ordered two Nuclear Submarines to be positioned in the appropriate regions." (All American submarines are nuclear-powered; Trump may mean submarines armed with ballistic nuclear weapons.) "Words are very important," Trump added, "and can often lead to unintended consequences, I hope this will not be one of those instances."

And then, of course: "Thank you for your attention to this matter!"

Trump's words may mean nothing. The submarines that carry America's sea-based nuclear deterrent routinely move around the world's oceans. Each carries up to 20 nuclear warheads, on missiles with a range of more than 4,000 miles, and so almost anywhere can be an "appropriate region." And Trump may not even have issued such orders; normally, the Pentagon and the White House do not discuss the movements of America's ballistic-missile submarines.

Medvedev is a man with little actual power in Russia, but he has become Russia's top internet troll, regularly threatening America and its allies. No one takes him seriously, even in his own country. He and Trump have been trading public insults on social media for months, with Trump telling Medvedev to "watch his words" and Medvedev--nicknamed "Little Dima" in Russia due to his diminutive stature--warning Trump to remember Russia's "Dead Hand," a supposed doomsday system that could launch all of Russia's nuclear weapons even if Moscow were destroyed and the Kremlin leadership killed.

The problem is not that Trump is going to spark a nuclear crisis with a post about two submarines--at least not this time. The much more worrisome issue is that the president of the United States thinks it is acceptable to use ballistic-missile submarines like toys, objects to be waved around when he wants to distract the public or deflect from bad news, or merely because some Russian official has annoyed him.

Unfortunately, Trump has never understood "nuclear," as he calls it. In a 2015 Republican primary debate, Trump said: "We have to be extremely vigilant and extremely careful when it comes to nuclear. Nuclear changes the whole ball game." When the moderator Hugh Hewitt pressed Trump and asked which part of the U.S. triad (land-based missiles, bombers, and submarines) would be his priority, Trump answered: "For me, nuclear, the power, the devastation, is very important to me."

That power and devastation, however, is apparently not enough to stop the president from making irresponsible statements in response to a Kremlin troll. One would hope that after nearly five years in office--which must have included multiple briefings on nuclear weapons and how to order their use--Trump might be a bit more hesitant to throw such threats around. But he appears to have no sense of the past or the future; he lives in the now, and winning the moment is always the most important thing.
 
 Trump's nuclear threats are reckless. (I would call them "silly," but that is too small a word when the commander in chief even alludes to nuclear arms.) But such threats serve two purposes.

First, they help Trump maintain the fiction that he wants to be tough on Russia, that he is willing to impose consequences on Moscow for its behavior, and that he's not about to take any guff from anyone in the Kremlin. He takes plenty of guff, of course, from Russian President Vladimir Putin, whom he seems to genuinely fear. Trump has never aimed such invective at Putin, and using Medvedev as a surrogate helps Trump thump his chest without any danger of getting into a real fight with someone who scares him.

More important, Trump knows that a foreign-policy crisis, and anything involving nuclear weapons, is an instant distraction from other news. The media will always zero in on such moments, because it is, in fact, news when the most powerful man on Earth starts talking about nuclear weapons. (And here I am, writing about it as well.) Trump has had a terrible week: He's dug a deeper hole for himself on the Jeffrey Epstein issue, the economy is headed in the wrong direction, and his approval rating is cratering. Using the implied threat of nuclear war to pick a fight with one of Red Square's most juvenile and odious figures is a convenient distraction.



Nuclear-missile submarines are not toys. No one understood this better than Trump's predecessors, the 11 presidents who have been the only other people in American history with the authority to order the use of nuclear weapons. They treated any declarations about nuclear weapons with utter gravity and sobriety. They avoided even mentioning such things unless they were articulating a carefully planned policy and communicating it to allies and enemies alike. They did not engage in petty spats with nuclear-armed foreign powers. And they considered using nuclear signals only when faced with crises that involved America's vital interests.

Trump, however, has now discarded all of these red lines. He has initiated a new era in which the chief executive can use threats regarding the most powerful weapons on Earth to salve his ego and improve his political fortunes. Once upon a time, America was governed by serious people. No longer.

For now, America's nuclear-armed opponents seem to have priced in a certain amount of drama and foolishness when it comes to Donald Trump, and his most recent social-media bloviation will likely amount to nothing. But if such outbursts are ever taken seriously by our adversaries, the president--and America--may one day regret it.
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Donald Trump Shoots the Messenger

Classic authoritarian move: When reality doesn't go your way, deny reality.

by Jonathan Chait




Broadly speaking, Donald Trump's authoritarian moves come in two flavors. The first is devious plans that help him amass power (say, turning the Departments of Justice and Defense over to lackeys, or using regulatory threats to bully media owners into favorable coverage). The second is foolish impulses that he follows because they make him feel momentarily better.

Firing Erika McEntarfer, the commissioner of the Bureau of Labor Statistics, as Trump did via a Truth Social post this afternoon, falls into the second category.

McEntarfer's unpardonable sin was to oversee the routine release of BLS jobs data. This morning's report showed that job growth last month fell somewhat short of expectations. The more interesting--and, to Trump, unwelcome--information came in its revisions, which found that previous months had much lower job growth than previous estimates. Economists had been puzzling over the economy's resilience despite Trump's imposition of staggering tariffs. Now that we have the revised data, that resilience appears to have largely been a mirage.

Roge Karma: The mystery of the strong economy has finally been solved

Trump went with the familiar "fake news" defense. McEntarfer, he posted, had ginned up fake numbers to make him look bad. "We need accurate Jobs Numbers," he wrote. "I have directed my Team to fire this Biden Political Appointee, IMMEDIATELY. She will be replaced with someone much more competent and qualified. Important numbers like this must be fair and accurate, they can't be manipulated for political purposes."

The backdrop to Trump's move, and the reason observers are shocked but not surprised, is that the suspicion that jobs numbers are faked to help Democrats has circulated on the right for years. When a strong jobs report came out in October 2012, during Barack Obama's reelection campaign, the former General Electric CEO Jack Welch tweeted, "Unbelievable jobs numbers..these Chicago guys will do anything..can't debate so change numbers."

Welch's tweet was considered somewhat unhinged at the time, but like many paranoid forms of conservative thought, it gradually made its way into the Republican mainstream. Trump himself has spent years insisting that economic numbers were made up, regularly denouncing every positive jobs report during the Obama era as fake. And so, when this morning's report came out, his lizard brain was primed to act: Bureaucrat say Trump economy bad. Trump fire bureaucrat. Now economy good.

One problem with this move, even from the narrow standpoint of Trump's self-interest, is that his complaints with economic statistics don't fit together logically. Revisions of past numbers are a normal part of BLS methodology. Every monthly report is a projection based on limited information, so the Bureau continues to update its findings. Last August, the BLS revised previous months' job numbers downward. This was obviously a bad thing for the Biden administration, but Republicans decided that it was in fact evidence that the BLS had been cooking the books to make the economy look good. (They did not address the apparent puzzle of why it finally came clean, months before the election.) Now that Trump is president, however, downward revisions prove that the BLS is cooking the books to make the economy look bad.

The most prominent exponent of these incoherent theories is, of course, Trump himself. In his post firing the BLS commissioner, Trump cited the downward revisions as evidence that she was faking the numbers to hurt him: "McEntarfer said there were only 73,000 Jobs added (a shock!) but, more importantly, that a major mistake was made by them, 258,000 Jobs downward, in the prior two months."

In another post an hour and a half later, he cited last year's revisions as evidence that she had faked the numbers to make Joe Biden look good: "Today's Jobs Numbers were RIGGED in order to make the Republicans, and ME, look bad -- Just like when they had three great days around the 2024 Presidential Election, and then, those numbers were 'taken away' on November 15, 2024, right after the Election, when the Jobs Numbers were massively revised DOWNWARD, making a correction of over 818,000 Jobs -- A TOTAL SCAM." (The truth, as we've seen, is that the downward revisions under Biden were announced last August, not after the election, but never mind.)

Trump's anger with government statisticians also runs headlong into his feud with Federal Reserve Chair Jerome Powell. Trump has been raging against Powell for being too slow, in Trump's view, to cut interest rates. But cutting interest rates is what the Fed does when the economy is weak. When the economy is growing fast, it keeps rates high to avoid overheating. Trump is thus simultaneously claiming that the economy is stronger than people think and that Powell should act as if it's weaker than people think. He also blames Powell for failing to change policy quickly enough, when, according to Trump himself, the most important data Powell would use to make this decision are unreliable.

Jonathan Chait: What Trump's feud with Jerome Powell is really about

Trump's deeper confusion is his apparent belief that reported job numbers are what matter to him politically. He is obsessed with propaganda and has had phenomenal success manipulating the media and bullying his party into repeating even his most fantastical lies. But, as Biden and Kamala Harris learned the hard way, voters don't judge the economy on the basis of jobs reports. They judge it on the basis of how they and their community are doing. You can't fool the public with fake numbers into thinking the economy is better than it is. All fake numbers can do is make it harder for policy makers to steer the economy.

The president's mad rush to subject the macroeconomic policy makers to the same partisan discipline he has imposed on the power ministries is less a coup than a temper tantrum. He thinks he wants loyalists and hacks running those functions. He might not like what happens when he gets his way.
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The Mystery of the Strong Economy Has Finally Been Solved

<span>Turns out it wasn't actually that strong.</span>

by Roge Karma




The Trump economy doesn't look so hot after all. This morning, the Bureau of Labor Statistics released revised data showing that, over the past three months, the U.S. labor market experienced its worst quarter since 2010, other than during the first year of the coronavirus pandemic. The timing was awkward. Hours earlier, President Donald Trump had announced a huge new slate of tariffs, set to take effect next week. He'd been emboldened by the fact that the economy had remained strong until now despite economists' warnings--a fact that turned out not to be a fact at all.

After Trump announced his first sweeping round of "Liberation Day" tariffs, in April, the country appeared to be on the verge of economic catastrophe. The stock market plunged, the bond market nearly melted down, expectations of future inflation skyrocketed, and experts predicted a recession.

But the crisis never came. Trump walked back or delayed his most extreme threats, and those that he kept didn't seem to inflict much economic damage. Month after month, economists predicted that evidence of the negative impact of tariffs in the economic data was just around the corner. Instead, according to the available numbers, inflation remained stable, job growth remained strong, and the stock market set new records.

The Trump administration took the opportunity to run a victory lap. "Lots of folks predicted that it would end the world; there would be some sort of disastrous outcome," Stephen Miran, the chair of Trump's council of economic advisers, said of Trump's tariffs in an interview with ABC News early last month. "And once again, tariff revenue is pouring in. There's no sign of any economically significant inflation whatsoever, and job creation remains healthy." A July 9 White House press release declared, "President Trump was right (again)," touting strong jobs numbers and mild inflation. "President Trump is overseeing another economic boom," it concluded.

The seemingly strong data spurred soul-searching among journalists and economists. "The Economy Seems Healthy. Were the Warnings About Tariffs Overblown?" read a representative New York Times headline. Commentators scrambled to explain how the experts could have gotten things so wrong. Maybe it was because companies had stocked up on imported goods before the tariffs had come into effect; maybe the economy was simply so strong that it was impervious to Trump's machinations; maybe economists were suffering from "tariff derangement syndrome." Either way, the possibility that Trump had been right, and the economists wrong, had to be taken seriously.

Annie Lowrey: Start budgeting now

The sky's refusal to fall likely influenced the Trump administration's decision to press ahead with more tariffs. In recent months, Trump has imposed 25 percent tariffs on car parts and 50 percent tariffs on copper, steel, and aluminum. He has threatened 200 percent tariffs on pharmaceuticals. Over the past week, Trump announced trade deals under which the European Union, Japan, and South Korea agreed to accept a 15 percent tariff on exports to the United States. Finally, this morning, he announced a sweeping set of new tariffs, a sort of Liberation Day redux, including a 39 percent levy on Switzerland, 25 percent on India, and 20 percent on Vietnam. These are scheduled to take effect on August 7 unless those countries can negotiate a deal.

Then came the new economic data. This morning, the BLS released its monthly jobs report, showing that the economy added just 73,000 new jobs last month--well below the 104,000 that forecasters had expected--and that unemployment rose slightly, to 4.2 percent. More important, the new report showed that jobs numbers for the previous two months had been revised down considerably after the agency received a more complete set of responses from the businesses it surveys monthly. What had been reported as a strong two-month gain of 291,000 jobs was revised down to a paltry 33,000. What had once looked like a massive jobs boom ended up being a historically weak quarter of growth.

Even that might be too rosy a picture. All the net gains of the past three months came from a single sector, health care, without which the labor market would have lost nearly 100,000 jobs. That's concerning because health care is one of the few sectors that is mostly insulated from broader economic conditions: People always need it, even during bad times. (The manufacturing sector, which tariffs are supposed to be boosting, has shed jobs for three straight months.) Moreover, the new numbers followed an inflation report released by the Commerce Department yesterday that found that the Federal Reserve's preferred measure of price growth had picked up in June and remained well above the central bank's 2 percent target. (The prior month's inflation report was also revised upward to show a slight increase in May.) Economic growth and consumer spending also turned out to have fallen considerably compared with the first half of 2024. Taken together, these economic reports are consistent with the stagflationary environment that economists were predicting a few months ago: mediocre growth, a weakening labor market, and rising prices.

The striking thing about these trends is how heavily they diverge from how the economy was projected to perform before Trump took office. As the economist Jason Furman recently pointed out, the actual economic growth rate in the first six months of 2025 was barely more than half what the Bureau of Economic Analysis had projected in November 2024, while core inflation came in at about a third higher than projections.

Roge Karma: Meddling with the Fed could backfire on Trump

The worst might be yet to come. Many companies did in fact stock up on imported goods before the tariffs kicked in; others have been eating the cost of tariffs to avoid raising prices in the hopes that the duties would soon go away. Now that tariffs seem to be here to stay, more and more companies will likely be forced to either raise prices or slash their costs--including labor costs. A return to the 1970s-style combination of rising inflation and unemployment is looking a lot more likely.

The Trump administration has found itself caught between deflecting blame for the weak economic numbers and denying the numbers' validity. In an interview with CNN this morning, Miran admitted that the new jobs report "isn't ideal" but went on to attribute it to various "anomalous factors," including data quirks and reduced immigration. (Someone should ask Miran why immigration is down.) And this afternoon, Trump posted a rant on Truth Social accusing the BLS commissioner of cooking the books to make him look bad. "I have directed my Team to fire this Biden Political Appointee, IMMEDIATELY," he wrote. "She will be replaced with someone much more competent and qualified." He then went on to argue, not for the first time, that Federal Reserve Chair Jerome Powell should be fired for hamstringing the economy with high interest rates. These defenses are, of course, mutually exclusive: If the bad numbers are fake, why should Trump be mad at Powell?

In these confused denials, one detects a shade of desperation on Trump's part. Of course, everything could end up being fine. Maybe economists will be wrong, and the economy will rebound with newfound strength in the second half of the year. But that's looking like a far worse bet than it did just 24 hours ago.
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'We're Trying to Do the Best We Can Before We Die'

The people caring for others in Gaza are hungry too.

by Claire Porter Robbins




George Anton is hungry, but he's become used to the sensation--the urgent, aching feeling in his stomach, the heaviness of his limbs. He hardly has time to acknowledge the discomfort, given all the work he has to do. He is the operations manager for an aid-distribution program operating through the Holy Family Catholic Church in Gaza City, the sole remaining Catholic church in Gaza.

Anton lives at the church in a single room that he shares with his wife and three daughters. Four hundred people are sheltering there, he told me; it was once a sanctuary from the war. Recently, however, the fighting has come to encircle it. An Israeli tank shell struck the church early last month, killing three people there, according to a statement by the patriarchate.

This week, daily pauses in the fighting have calmed the neighborhood somewhat, but not enough for the church to resume aid programs: food hampers, a communal laundry, psychosocial support programs and clinics. Some of these functioned even before the current war. But these days, the church has nothing to distribute. Its food pantry is empty, and supplies have run out. When I reached Anton by phone on Wednesday, he was busy looking for a way to bring more food to the church's pantry.

Anton is one of hundreds of Gazan aid workers--affiliated with religious, international, and local organizations--who are trying to find and distribute supplies to keep others alive. Complicating their work is their own hunger and exhaustion, as well as the paucity of food coming into the territory altogether. An alert on Tuesday from the Integrated Food Security Phase Classification, an organization made up of United Nations agencies and aid groups, noted that the "latest data indicates that famine thresholds have been reached for food consumption in most of the Gaza Strip and for acute malnutrition in Gaza City."

The people sheltering at the church have, in the absence of communal supplies, begun to ration their own small stashes of food items, mostly gathered from the markets when the situation was stable enough for them to venture out. The Gaza Humanitarian Foundation, which has become the official mechanism for dispensing food aid, has very few distribution points, all in areas far from the church. Many Gazans fear visiting these sites: According to the UN, more than 1,000 people have been killed by Israeli forces while seeking assistance from GHF, the UN, and other aid convoys. (GHF has called these numbers "false and exaggerated statistics.")

Read: Food aid in Gaza has become a horror

I spoke with one Palestinian aid worker who did try to get food from GHF. In early June, Youssef Alwikhery, an occupational therapist with Medical Aid for Palestinians, hadn't eaten for close to a week. Several of his brothers, uncles, and cousins had tried to get food from GHF before--30 attempts altogether, he estimated--but only one had succeeded in bringing a box back. So Alwikhery rose one morning at 3 a.m. and made his way to Salah al-Din Street in central Gaza, a main thoroughfare leading to a distribution point that was a little over a mile from his home. He saw thousands of people. Some started running toward the distribution point, and he ran too. "It was like a game, like a death game," he told me. Soon came the sound of shots and explosions. Alwikhery turned back. "It's not help. It's like Russian roulette," he said. "If you want to run, you might die, or you might get injured. You might get a box. This is the formula. This is the point."

Alwikhery now pays exorbitant prices for small amounts of food at the market, and he eats just one meal a day. He lives with his parents and his brothers' families, including 9- and 11-year-old children. They, too, eat only one meal a day, usually around four or five in the evening, and if a family member needs to cook, they burn whatever they can, because the price of fuel is high. One photo Alwikhery sent me shows his occupational-therapy textbook being used as kindling.

I first met Alwikhery in the summer of 2022, at Al-Awda Hospital in the Jabalia refugee camp in the northernmost part of Gaza, when we worked with the same international medical organization. He specialized in helping patients with congenital disabilities carry out their daily activities. Israel ordered the closure of Al-Awda in May, and now Alwikhery works in Medical Aid for Palestinians' emergency clinic in central Gaza. He told me that he finds the state of his pediatric patients disturbing; he described children with cerebral palsy who couldn't move their bodies to do simple exercises because they were so calorically deprived.

My call with Anton was at 9 p.m. on Wednesday, and so far that day, he told me, he had consumed nothing but coffee and tea. He rises early, at 6 a.m. The first thing he does is check to make sure the church's solar panels, water tanks, and piping are still functioning and did not sustain any damage overnight. Then he reads the news, goes to morning prayers, and calls his colleagues in Jerusalem for updates on when food trucks might reach Gaza and how they will be secured.

Around 4 p.m. the day we spoke, his wife and three daughters, ages 9, 11, and 14, had shared one can of tuna with some bread. In recent weeks, his girls have taken to spending much of their time in the family's room, sleeping and reading to conserve their energy. The oldest and youngest used to enjoy soccer and basketball, but now they don't feel safe going out, and anyway, they're too tired. Anton told me he encourages them to pretend they're fasting, as though for Lent.

Photos: Starvation and chaos in Gaza

Sometimes, fellow aid workers or journalists tell Anton about families on the brink, and he gathers any extra supplies he can from the families sheltering in the church to deliver by foot. Recently, a journalist told him about a father of six who used a wheelchair and could not access income or aid. This man had no extended family nearby to share resources. Anton was able to gather only enough food to last the family approximately one week. When conditions were safe enough last Saturday, he delivered the food to the family's tent. The children, two boys and two girls, were "really suffering," he told me. "They're like skeletons, you know."

Families such as that one, where one or more members have a disability, or whose kinship networks are small or nonexistent, are among those hardest hit by starvation, both Anton and Alwikhery told me.

Anton's day would not finish after we spoke. He said he would try to find himself some bread later in the night. He and some other people sheltering at the church would stay up to monitor the hostilities in the neighborhood, tend to anyone needing help or comfort, and assist some of the elderly to use the communal bathrooms in the dark.

"We're trying to do the best we can before we die, you know," he told me. "Because I'm telling you, if this situation will last for a longer time, all of us will die hungry."
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An Action Movie That's a Total Joke

In <em>The Naked Gun</em>, the perennial tough guy Liam Neeson makes a perfect transition to comedy.

by David Sims




Forgive me for saying this, but Liam Neeson has been in a few very silly movies. I refer not to the actual comedies he's popped up in but to the legion of action films he's churned out nonstop over the past 20 years--each seemingly more perfunctory and high-concept than the last. The actor has growled melodramatic lines, brandished a gun, and dealt with assorted faceless bad guys in an airplane and in an ice-road truck, and even while trapped inside a parked car. His on-screen tough-guy persona is so ubiquitous and over-the-top that in the new comedy The Naked Gun, it barely requires any calibration to be funny.

The original Naked Gun films, as well as the TV show, Police Squad!, that inspired them, were rooted in the same comedic spin. They starred Leslie Nielsen, who was known as a dramatic actor before his turn in the film Airplane! established him as a master of spoof comedy. Nielsen played the bumbling LAPD lieutenant Frank Drebin with sincerity, making the absurdity around him all the funnier. Neeson makes sense as Nielsen's successor: the stone-faced hero squinting at the silliest stuff imaginable.

The goofiness of 2025's The Naked Gun, directed by Akiva Schaffer, is especially enjoyable in the current cinematic landscape. Amid the typical clamor of summer blockbusters, an out-and-out farce is like an oasis in the desert. Comedies used to be a major part of the moviegoing world, and I continue to be baffled that films filled with ridiculous gags and one-liners are almost impossible to find in theaters these days. Laughing along with a crowd is a beautiful, irreproducible experience, yet Hollywood seems to have shifted its priorities toward pumping out action-adventure movies--a genre hardly known for its humor.

Read: The world doesn't want Hollywood comedies

Although not quite as transcendent as its forebears, the new Naked Gun manages to provide the inane fun I've been missing. The action-inflected comedy keeps the ensemble tight: Neeson plays Lieutenant Frank Drebin Jr.--a macho, trigger-happy presence on the force who's never without a cup of coffee. (An off-screen figure even passes one to him through his car window while he's driving on the freeway.) The supporting cast includes the well-meaning Captain Ed Hocken Jr. (played by an affably dim Paul Walter Hauser), the grumpy Chief Davis (CCH Pounder), and a femme-fatale type named Beth (Pamela Anderson), who enters Drebin's world to request that he investigate her brother's death.

The movie judders from one set piece to another with only a loose plot to follow--the story involves some dead bodies, an evil billionaire (Danny Huston), and a budding romance between Drebin and Beth. Everyone plays it reliably straight, a contrast that helps the film maintain its zany energy--and, in the spirit of the original trilogy, maximize the number of jokes per minute. If one bit flops, another arrives in a few seconds to make up for it.

The Naked Gun's commitment to that airy sense of pointlessness is refreshing. Schaffer's most notable long-form work to date is probably Popstar: Never Stop Never Stopping, a scrappy collaboration with his friends and former Saturday Night Live collaborators Andy Samberg and Jorma Taccone, a.k.a. the Lonely Island; the movie skewered music biopics with cheerful, vulgar aplomb. Popstar was largely ignored by most theatergoers, but it became a near-instant cult classic among comedy diehards. Now Schaffer is trying to sneak the same high-grade, unadulterated fun into a major motion picture, with a steely Neeson as its guise. By attaching his farce to the face of some of Hollywood's biggest action movies, the director is gambling that it will draw a wider audience.

Read: Long live the delightfully dumb comedy

The world needs more comedies, and the sillier the better. The Naked Gun is happy to deliver plenty of chortles, along with some wild swings that are just slapsticky enough to work. (A sequence featuring a sentient snowman defies easy description.) I'm rooting for its success in the hope that it brings some genre diversity to the silver screen--not just action movies with jokes, but action movies that are a joke.
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Turning a Hobby Into a Habit

A casual pastime, when practiced consistently, can change a life.

by Maya Chung




This is an edition of the Books Briefing, our editors' weekly guide to the best in books. Sign up for it here.


During the coronavirus pandemic, I flirted with more hobbies than I can recall. I began by picking up the musical instruments lying around my parents' house--their piano, my sister's cello. I then ordered a ukulele online, inspired by a friend who marveled at the ease of learning the chords. Next came YouTube yoga, and then bird drawing (because I happened to find a guide to drawing birds on my parents' bookshelves). At the beach during the summer of 2020, my friend and I enlisted her 13-year-old neighbor to teach us how to surf. Then, perhaps inevitably, I tried knitting and crocheting.

First, here are two new stories from The Atlantic's books section:

	A novelist's cure for the "loneliness epidemic"
 	"Preamble to the West," a poem by Iris Jamahl Dunkle


I have kept up none of these pursuits. It's not because of perfectionism or a lack of free time, those oft-cited foes that prevent us from turning a hobby into a habit. I'm simply more of a dabbler, an approach that Karen Walrond celebrates in her book In Defense of Dabbling, which Sophia Stewart wrote about this week as part of a list of books that demonstrate "the possibilities that lie in our hobbies--even the ones we might be bad at." Walrond believes that informally experimenting with new things is a great way to find joy in the world around you, and I agree--but I do think I've fallen victim to the need for instant gratification, jumping from one activity to the next as my attention drifts. After reading Stewart's list, I realized with some regret that I don't direct any level of sustained attention to areas of my life outside of work. I feel a bit jealous when I hear about someone casually taking up birding or woodworking, only for it to unexpectedly change their life.

So it might be time for me to find a hobby and stick with it. I've noticed a common theme among the activities that seem to have the strongest effects on their practitioners: Many of them are physical endeavors, though they don't have to be strenuous or dangerous (white-water rafting counts, but so does gardening). In my own life, I've found that things requiring some amount of fine motor control or hand-eye coordination, such as needlework and tennis, allow me to focus on the process, rather than the result, while not thinking about the past or worrying about the future. Instead of rushing to a destination or chasing an immediate reward, I'd like to learn from the journey. "The decision to pursue an activity simply for one's own enjoyment," as Stewart writes, "is deeply human."




Illustration by The Atlantic. Sources: csa-archives / Getty



Eight Books for Dabblers

By Sophia Stewart

These practices can enrich our lives, regardless of if we're any good at them.

Read the full article.



What to Read

The Index of Self-Destructive Acts, by Christopher Beha

Beha's big-swing novel, set in the late 2000s, follows Sam, a young data-crunching blogger from the Midwest who gets hired to work at a legacy New York magazine. He arrives in the city certain that when one has the right information, the world is "a knowable place"--but he is soon forced to reconsider his rational worldview. Sam encounters an apocalyptic preacher, falls for the daughter of a profile subject (though he's married), and cranks out a near-constant stream of articles while struggling with unexpected doubts. The novel takes on heady themes, but it never feels dull or brainy, and all the people I've shared it with over the years love it too. My New Yorker father told me how well it portrayed the city after the 2008 financial crisis; my friends in journalism affirm its perceptiveness about the industry's "content farm" days; my church friends appreciate how it takes religious belief seriously. I push it upon pretty much everyone I know.  -- Eleanor Barkhorn

From our list: The one book everyone should read





Out Next Week

? Trying, by Chloe Caldwell

? Sunbirth, by An Yu


? What Is Free Speech?, by Fara Dabhoiwala




Your Weekend Read


Illustration by Zeloot



Comfort TV Is Overrated

By Shirley Li

The human brain--more specifically, the way it's wired to enjoy jitters--is partly responsible for how well these shows have been received by viewers. "Our body doesn't always know the difference between a heart-rate increase associated with watching The Bear versus going for a walk," Wendy Berry Mendes, a psychology professor at Yale, told me. People have always sought excitement by being spectators; doing so causes, as Mendes put it, "vicarious stress"--a fight-or-flight response that feels good because it involves zero risk. Watching a horror movie can produce the effect, though Mendes pointed out in an email that horror tends to unfold at a more extreme pace, causing reactions infrequently experienced by audiences. (Think of how jump scares can dramatically startle viewers.) The intense shows holding viewers' attention these days, meanwhile, can conjure a sense of ongoing anxiety. "Certainly, that unremitting pressure" in The Bear, Mendes wrote, "is something more common than running from a zombie."

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.
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Eight Books for Dabblers

Casual pursuits can enrich our lives, regardless of if we're any good at them.

by Sophia Stewart




Every evening around 10 p.m., I settle onto the couch, open up the New York Times crossword app on my phone, and complete the day's puzzle. One moment I'm stumped; the next I'm struck by an epiphany. Once the grid is filled with interlocking words, I get no tangible reward for my efforts. All I have is a gold star on a screen--and the kind of fulfillment that comes only from doing something for the love of it.

Crosswording, like many other hobbies, is not productive--but it's not vapid consumption, either. Crocheting a scarf, doing ollies at the skate park, adorning one's nails with intricate designs: These are hardly the most utilitarian ways to spend an afternoon. The decision to pursue an activity simply for one's own enjoyment, though, is deeply human--especially at a moment when our time and attention are treated as commodities. Trying a new hobby gives us the opportunity to learn and grow: a situation that can be rare in adulthood.

In the eight books below, casual pursuits such as knitting, gardening, and drawing, undertaken with varying levels of skill and success, become life-affirming practices. Each reminds us of the possibilities that lie in our hobbies--even the ones we might be bad at.








Unraveling, by Peggy Orenstein

During the pandemic, many people revisited old hobbies or took up viral recipes. (Who could forget the great sourdough mania of 2020?) Orenstein doubled down on her lifetime love of knitting. She sought what she calls "the primal joy of transforming raw material into something useful and, hopefully, beautiful," and challenged herself to create a sweater entirely from scratch. In Unraveling, she recounts her year-long quest to meet this goal: She shears a sheep, spins its wool fibers into yarn, dyes that yarn, designs a sweater, and finally knits the thing together. Orenstein's book highlights how much of the charm of craft is found not only--or even mostly--in the objects it yields, but also in the private moments and time-consuming processes behind the final results. Unraveling is an ode to the herculean efforts we make for ourselves, for no reason other than to know that we can.






The Backyard Bird Chronicles, by Amy Tan

Tan coped with the political tumult of 2016 by returning to two of her childhood refuges: nature and art. Drawing was an early hobby of hers, but she'd felt discouraged from taking it seriously. At 65, she took "nature journaling" lessons to learn how to depict and interpret the world around her--most notably the inter-avian dramas of the birds behind her Bay Area home. The Backyard Bird Chronicles is a disarming account of one year of Tan's domestic bird-watching, a book "filled with sketches and handwritten notes of naive observations," she writes. That naivete is endearing: The accomplished novelist becomes a novice, trying to improve through eager dedication. Over the course of this engaging book, her illustrations grow more sophisticated, more assured--leaving readers with a portrait of the hobbyist as an emerging artist.

Read: What it's like to get worse at something



Slow Tech, by Peter Ginn

My friends and I are obsessed with the BBC's "historical farm" series, in which historians and archaeologists explore and reenact agrarian life across different eras, spanning the Tudor period to World War II. The shows make clear not only how laborious everyday existence once was, but also how much skill and ingenuity were required just to address our basic needs. In Slow Tech, Ginn, one of the co-hosts, walks readers through dozens of projects featured on the shows, and a good many new ones: weaving baskets, making candles, roasting meat, extracting salt from seawater. The book is a manual for learning skills that, in today's world, are largely outsourced to technology or industry; it also emphasizes the point that doing these tasks by hand connects us with a long human lineage. Extracting plant dyes, whittling a spoon, making felt--these projects are inefficient and, Ginn argues, extremely satisfying.






Soil, by Camille T. Dungy

Soil follows Dungy's years-long efforts to remake her "water-hogging" lawn into a pollinator-friendly garden by diversifying the plant species there, while considering what it meant to do so as a mother and a Black woman living in a mostly white Colorado town. Her garden becomes a site of hands-on learning, teaching her daily how to be patient, embrace change, and be a steward for the land she lives on. Importantly, gardening is far from a solitary hobby for Dungy: It can't be separated from the world at large. On her hands and knees planting tulips, she thinks about laboring to give birth to her daughter; watching goldfinches perched on her budding sunflowers, she is reminded of the Indigenous people who have cultivated these plants in the American West for 4,000 years. "Whether a pot in a yard or pots in a window, every politically engaged person"--by which Dungy means anyone who cares about the future of human relationships--"should have a garden," she writes. "We should all take some time to plant life in the soil. Even when such planting isn't easy."

Read: Housekeeping is part of the wild world too








The Boatbuilder, by Daniel Gumbiner

Gumbiner's debut novel introduces readers to Berg, a Silicon Valley defector with an opioid addiction who has left his tech-startup gig to apprentice with Alejandro, an eccentric boatbuilder. Alejandro--a chronic hobbyist who also carves Elizabethan lutes and builds portable pasteurizers in a rural Northern California town--teaches Berg the minutiae of boatbuilding, such as how to gauge the moisture content of a piece of wood and how to ready a vessel for its maiden voyage. The work is painstaking, but Berg's measurable progress lends direction and meaning to his otherwise unsettled existence. Perhaps most importantly, he forges a profound bond with another human being, something missing from his former life. "When was the last time you got lost in a thing?" Alejandro asks Berg at one point. Berg can't summon an answer. What he seeks, Gumbiner writes, is to learn "how to do things properly," and as his skill grows, he only becomes "more confident, more connected to the world."






The Puzzler, by A. J. Jacobs

Consistent hobbies become rituals that can give our lives shape and meaning. (This has certainly been the case for me; my New York Times crossword streak now exceeds 1,500 days.) In this thorough and spirited survey, Jacobs celebrates how puzzles of all kinds--jigsaws, sudoku, Rubik's Cubes--give us not only fun and purpose but also a secret set of superpowers. Puzzle lovers, he writes, have heightened capacities for critical thinking and problem-solving, which can come in handy in daily life. "Don't freak out, seek out," my dad used to say to me whenever I would misplace an object; similarly, puzzling instructs us to keep cool and find solutions. But self-improvement need not be the goal of puzzling, or of any hobby, for that matter. Offering a succinct quote from Maki Kaji, the "godfather of sudoku," Jacobs writes that puzzles exist to propel us from "? - !"--that is, from a state of confusion and frustration to surprise and delight.

Read: What we lose when we're priced out of our hobbies








Picture This, by Lynda Barry

Part how-to guide, part graphic memoir, part manifesto about creativity, Picture This celebrates drawing as a means of spontaneous expression. The cartoonist Barry puts aside any pretense toward quality: Even simple doodling can be a salve, she writes, and therefore a worthy endeavor. Through her beguiling multimedia collages, which incorporate hand-drawn illustrations and typewritten notes along with phone-book pages and cotton balls, Barry makes the case that sketching offers us a way to forge a more curious, childlike relationship with our surroundings--an ethos that could apply to just about any artistic act. She tells her readers that they have to "be willing to spend time making things for no reason" and be okay with setting aside self-doubt and its accomplice, perfectionism--the surest enemies of discovery.






In Defense of Dabbling, by Karen Walrond

Unlike some of the other authors on this list, Walrond is not an expert at anything--she says so on the very first page of this ode to what she calls "intentional amateurism." The word amateur, though mostly used to disparage, is derived from the Latin "to love," and Walrond builds an argument for indulging our interests free of expectation or commitment. Dalliances demand neither talent nor discipline, she argues--we need only enjoy what we're doing. The book is a ringing endorsement for being just okay at stuff. Instead of trying to gain mastery at any one thing, Walrond tries to gather as many experiences as she can, letting pleasure lead the way. She attempts surfing, pottery, and astrophotography, with mixed results but sustained amusement. "The joy I've had in almost everything I've ever done," she writes, "has arisen mostly in the attempt." Walrond concludes the book with a compendium of more than 200 amateur pursuits, some of which she's tried and some she hasn't (yet)--a great place for the beginning hobbyist to start their journey.






This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/books/archive/2025/08/hobbies-drawing-knitting-book-recommendations/683732/?utm_source=feed
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What's So Bad About Nicotine?

It's long been obvious why cigarettes are bad. The risks of alternatives like Zyn and Juul are much hazier.

by Nicholas Florko




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

For the better part of the past century, the case against nicotine was simple: Smoking a cigarette might feel nice, but it will eventually kill you. Nearly one in five deaths in the United States is caused by complications from cigarette smoke. Chewing tobacco is less dangerous, but still deadly: It has long been associated with head and neck cancers.



But in 2025, nicotine isn't so straightforward. Smoking is so deadly not because of nicotine, per se, but because of tobacco: Lighting a cigarette burns tobacco, releasing nicotine into the body. Chewing tobacco entails gnawing on actual tobacco leaves. Nowadays, it's easier than ever to get a nicotine buzz without any tobacco at all: Just puff on a vape or pop a tiny nicotine pouch between your teeth and upper lip. These cigarette alternatives have been around for a while, but only recently have they gone fully mainstream. In January, the FDA officially sanctioned the sale of Zyn, among the most recognizable nicotine-pouch brands. In the past three months alone, Philip Morris International, which makes Zyn, shipped 190 million cans of the stuff to stores. And last month, the agency reversed a prior ruling and authorized Juul e-cigarettes. These products, the FDA has concluded, "generally have lower health risks than cigarettes."



In this nicotine boom, it's easy to see the drug as harmless, even good for you. Ads that tout the benefits of nicotine are everywhere: Zyn, for example, has been marketed as an "office essential" that also offers "relaxation on-the-go." Nicotine somehow feels both energizing and relaxing at the same time, kind of like the buzz of a vodka Red Bull. The drug has been linked to statistically significant improvements in a number of cognitive exercises. The marketing goes further: Joe Rogan has hawked Athletic Nicotine, a nicotine-pouch brand that claims the drug can serve as an "exercise performance-enhancing tool." Tucker Carlson--who has his own brand of nicotine pouches--recently claimed that because of nicotine, he is "never sick."

Read: The inconvenient truth about vaping

But nicotine is not a wonder drug. The cognitive improvements found in studies were modest. Bethea AnnaLouise Kleykamp, an assistant professor of psychiatry at the University of Maryland who has studied nicotine, summed it up this way: The drug "might be, if you were to subtract it from the smoke, something that could help some people," such as those who are sleep-deprived or have a cognitive disorder like ADHD. Not exactly a ringing endorsement. Moreover, there's still a lot we don't know about what nicotine alone does to the body.



All of this has nicotine in a strange place. Before the advent of newer products, the field of public health was united in its stance that no one should be using cigarettes, and thus nicotine. Now the message is more muddled than ever.



Some public-health experts still suggest staying away from nicotine in and of itself. After the decades-long war against smoking, they see new products as Big Tobacco's latest gambit to hook the public. Others make a different calculation: If the health effects of nicotine alone are less concerning than those of cigarettes, what's so bad about an adult sucking on a Zyn? Presuming people recognize that these products "may have some health risks," Neal Benowitz, an emeritus professor of medicine at UC San Francisco, told me, "I have no problem with that."



Such differing views stem from the unclear health effects of cigarette alternatives. Consuming nicotine via vape or pouch is surely safer than smoking a cigarette, but that isn't saying much. No researchers I spoke with gave nicotine an unequivocal endorsement. "I would never go so far as to say that any drug is completely safe," Jed Rose, an emeritus professor of psychiatry at Duke University who runs a research firm that has done paid research for nicotine companies, told me. "Whether nicotine contributes in any way to other diseases associated with smoking is not as firmly resolved as people like to think."



Rose cited a study that showed nicotine accelerated tumor growth in mice. Other experts I spoke with cited data from Sweden demonstrating that smokeless products carry some cardiovascular risks. And emerging research indicates that the components inside of vapes can leach heavy metals into the mist that users inhale, potentially exposing them to increased cancer risk. For the most part, science simply hasn't answered the question of how bad nicotine alone is for you. Most of the studies on the bodily effects of nicotine have been completed using subjects who smoke.



For now, the clearest problem with puffing on a Juul is that nicotine remains extremely addictive, whatever form it comes in. Addiction researchers have said that nicotine is just as difficult to quit as heroin. Smokeless products might be a little easier to quit than cigarettes, based on how they deliver nicotine. But it's reasonable to assume that these new products will also worsen the problem of nicotine addiction by making the drug easier to consume. Desk workers can pop nicotine pouches without having to step away for a smoke break. Vape clouds are more readily concealed than the stench of cigarette smoke. This is part of the appeal: Rogue, a Zyn competitor, advertises its product as a way to "enjoy the nicotine you love without getting noticed, whether you're in a marathon of meetings, perfecting your meal-prep, or just can't step away for a smoke break." (Rogue, like other nicotine brands, has to legally include warnings in its ads that its products are addictive.)



The effects of an addiction alone are not typically a first-order concern in the world of public health. Addictions typically come with other, more pressing consequences: For cigarettes, it's heart attacks and cancer; for heroin, it's overdoses. Anyone who has seen photos of smokers hooked to oxygen or revealing their lung-cancer scars can attest that public health has become expert in warning potential victims of these types of health problems. The risks of a nicotine addiction without the smoke are murkier. "There are interpersonal, intrapersonal, and economic consequences to being addicted," Eric Donny, a neuroscience professor at Wake Forest University who studies nicotine, told me. "It's really hard to quantify this in a way that we are used to."



Nicotine boosters have compared the drug to caffeine--which is also addictive, but generally not a problem. (Hence the Death Before Decaf shirts, tote bags, and even tattoos.) But research suggests that nicotine addiction is more intense than a caffeine dependency, potentially taking a bigger toll on people's lives. The financial costs alone can be onerous: Nicotine prices vary a lot from state to state, but in Washington, D.C., where I live, someone with an extreme Zyn habit may be shelling out upwards of $10 a day to feed their addiction. A Juul isn't much cheaper. With either product, a heavy user is likely to spend several thousands of dollars a year.



Addiction can also take a psychological toll. Being hooked on nicotine means your brain is always screaming for another hit of the drug. At times, the longing can feel insatiable, and can force people to act in ways that are entirely against their own self-interest. A teen addicted to vaping might take a few puffs in the school bathroom, even if getting caught might mean a suspension. Or a longtime user may continue to pop nicotine pouches after a heart attack, despite research showing that quitting nicotine significantly reduces someone's risk of death.



These downsides might seem minuscule compared with those of cigarettes. A rotting lung is considerably worse than a $10-a-day nicotine habit. But they shouldn't be ignored. If cigarette-smoking rates continue their decades-long drop, it's reasonable to assume that vaping and pouches will become the dominant ways people consume nicotine. New nicotine products might have solved the biggest problem with smoking. Many other, more subtle problems still remain.
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Photos of the Week: Ice Factory, Cattle Race, Winding Path

A robot-boxing match in Shanghai, widespread flooding in China, a train derailment in Germany, abandoned buses in India, a performing-dog show in Canada, and much more

by Alan Taylor


Crowds cheer on riders during Stage 21 of the Tour de France, in Paris, on July 27, 2025. (Abdul Saboor / Reuters)




Spurt, an Australian shepherd, performs an obstacle run during Wild Wild Woof, at the 2025 KDays festival, in Edmonton, Alberta, Canada, on July 26, 2025. (Artur Widak / Anadolu / Getty)




Sabina Makhmudova of Team Uzbekistan competes in the women's solo free preliminaries on Day 10 of the World Aquatics Championships, in Singapore, on July 20, 2025. (Yong Teck Lim / Getty)




Freestyle-motocross rider Taka Higashino does a no-hands Superman trick high over the beach, with Catalina Island in the background, on opening day at the U.S. Open of Surfing, in Huntington Beach, California, on July 26, 2025. (Allen J. Schaben / Los Angeles Times / Getty)




An anhinga flips a fish into a headfirst position just before swallowing it, in Lake Eola Park, in Orlando, Florida. (Ronen Tivony / NurPhoto / Getty)




Angel Hernandez power washes a dinosaur figure at the Witte Museum, in San Antonio, on July 29, 2025. (Eric Gay / AP)




An Aymara woman and her llama participate in the 15th National Camelid Expo, in El Alto, Bolivia, on July 26, 2025. (Juan Karita / AP)




Participants dance during a performance in tribute to the Emily Bronte-inspired Kate Bush song "Wuthering Heights," in Haworth, England, on July 27, 2025. (Anthony Devlin / Getty)




Abandoned buses, discontinued from active service, stand overgrown with creeper vines and other vegetation at a bus depot in Mumbai, India, on July 26, 2025. (Indranil Mukherjee / AFP / Getty)




A view of the Great Wall on Taihang Mountains in Laiyuan County, in China's Hebei province, on July 26, 2025 (Ma Weibing / Xinhua / Getty)




Relatives of people killed during 2022-23 antigovernment protests, dressed in red, take part in a memorial ceremony at Cerro San Cristobal, in Lima, Peru, on July 27, 2025, on the eve of Peru's Independence Day. On January 9, 2023, protesters from the Puno Region joined nationwide demonstration that had erupted in December 2022, resulting in the death of 18 people during clashes with the police in the highland city of Juliaca. (Connie France / AFP / Getty)




Tourists enjoy the scenery at a large patch of lotus flowers and green leaves at a national wetland park in Qianxinan Buyei and Miao Autonomous Prefecture, Guizhou province, China, on July 26, 2025. (Liu Chaofu / VCG / Getty)




A crane lifts a car from the scene of an accident where a regional train derailed, in Riedlingen, Germany, on July 28, 2025. (Bernd Weissbrod / DPA / Getty)




Car trains are parked at the marshaling yard in Bremen's Gropelingen district, in Germany, on July 28, 2025. (Sina Schuldt / DPA / Getty)




Workers repair fishing nets in preparation for the upcoming fishing season, in Taizhou City, Zhejiang province, China, on July 27, 2025. (Zhu Haiwei / Zhejiang Daily Press Group / VCG via Getty / VCG)




During Stage 5 of the fourth Tour de France Femmes, the peloton passes through a flowery landscape, in Gueret, France, on July 30, 2025. (Tim de Waele / Getty)




Farmers take part in a traditional rural-cattle race known as Moichara, ahead of the harvesting season, in Canning, India, on July 27, 2025. (Avishek Das / SOPA Images / LightRocket / Getty)




People visit the Hukou Waterfall, on the Yellow River in Jixian County, in China's Shanxi province, on July 27, 2025. (Liu Hongda / Xinhua / Getty)




Chen Yuxi, a diver with Team China, competes in the semi-final of the women's 10-meter platform-diving event during the 2025 World Aquatics Championships, in Singapore, on July 31, 2025. (Francois-Xavier Marit / AFP / Getty)




Boys cool down in a portable swimming pool in the al-Duwaiqa neighborhood of Cairo, Egypt, on July 29, 2025. (Khaled Desouki / AFP / Getty)




Flood-affected villagers are transferred to a safe site in a plastic basin, at Liulimiao Town, Huairou District, Beijing, China, on July 28, 2025. (Zhao Wenyu / China News Service / VCG / Getty)




Efforts to bring a forest fire under control continue in the Orhaneli district of Bursa, Turkey, as the blaze enters its third day, on July 28, 2025. (Mustafa Bikec / Anadolu / Getty)




Ukrainian firefighters battle a food-warehouse blaze that two Russian missiles caused in a strike that killed one security guard, on July 30, 2025, in Kharkiv, Ukraine. Russia has intensified missile and drone attacks against Ukraine, firing more than 700 in a single night and generally against civilian targets, amid a surge of daily aerial bombardments of urban centers, 3 and a half years since Russia invaded Ukraine. (Scott Peterson / Getty)




Humanitarian aid is airdropped to Palestinians over the central Gaza Strip, pictured from Khan Younis, on July 28, 2025. (Abdel Kareem Hana / AP)




Children play in a water fountain on a hot day, in Seoul, South Korea, on July 25, 2025. (Chung Sung-Jun / Getty)




Participants carry a portable shrine, or mikoshi, into the sea during a purification rite at the annual Kurihama Sumiyoshi Shrine Festival, in Yokosuka, Japan, on July 27, 2025. (Eugene Hoshiko / AP)




A worker moves a large ice block at the Honda Reizo Company factory in Taishi, Japan, on July 28, 2025. As scorching temperatures persist across Japan, ice production is in full swing. Honda Reizo's factory produces 113 tons of ice cubes daily to help people beat the summer heat. (Buddhika Weerasinghe / Getty)




People watch humanoid robots box at an exhibition during the World Artificial Intelligence Conference, in Shanghai, China, on July 26, 2025. (AFP / Getty)
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<em>Floodlines </em>Part IX: Rebirth

A visit with Le-Ann Williams and her daughter, Destiny, 20 years after Hurricane Katrina

by Vann R. Newkirk II




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

Five years ago, The Atlantic published Floodlines, an eight-part podcast that told the story of Hurricane Katrina and of the people in New Orleans who survived it. The show detailed the ways that failures of federal and local policies concerning flood control and levees created the flood that submerged New Orleans in 2005, and also the ways that preexisting social inequalities marked some people for disaster and spared others. Through the recollections of people who survived Katrina, as well as officials who tried to coordinate a response, Floodlines explored how misinformation, racism, and ineptitude shaped that response, and how Black and poor New Orleanians were pushed away from their homes. In particular, the series follows the story of Le-Ann Williams, who was 14 when the levees broke.

As the 20th anniversary of Katrina arrives, the city of New Orleans and the Gulf Coast are still dealing with the legacy of the flood and with the racial inequality and displacement that were at the heart of the series. The Black population of New Orleans is declining, and some neighborhoods still haven't come back. Many people who were forced to leave home in 2005 are unable to afford to rent or own where they built their pre-Katrina lives. Experts wonder if the flood-control system there is truly ready for the next "big one," and because of climate change, more and more cities and towns may face similar threats. Help from FEMA is tenuous under a Trump administration that has slashed its resources and threatened to phase out the department altogether.

So on the occasion of this anniversary, Floodlines takes a fresh visit to New Orleans, to reconnect with Le-Ann Williams, and with her daughter, Destiny. In this special episode, we spend a day with Williams's family and learn about the heartbreaks, tragedies, and triumphs they've experienced since we last spoke. We learn how trauma from Katrina lives on in the hearts and minds of its survivors, and how, for the generation born after the flood, a disaster they never witnessed still governs their lives.

The following is a transcript of the episode:

Vann R. Newkirk II: (Knocks on metal door.)
 Male voice: Who's that?
 Vann Newkirk: It's Vann!
 Male voice: Come on.
 Newkirk: All right. (Chuckles.) How you doing?
 Le-Ann Williams: Hey, Vann!
 Newkirk: Hey, how you doing?
 Williams: How y'all doing? All right.


Newkirk: Well, hey. It's Vann Newkirk. I know it's been a minute since you've heard from me here. Five years, to be exact.

Williams: My family: my mom, Patricia; my daughter, Destiny; and my cousin Tasha.
 Newkirk: Nice to meet y'all. And I heard a lot about y'all. Nice to meet y'all.


Newkirk: A lot has happened in the time since we put out Floodlines. The pandemic started to really shut everything down the day we put out the show, and it's been one thing after another since then. There's been economic chaos. There were elections. There was an insurrection. There've been fires and hurricanes and floods. There's been a lot of death and a whole lot of grief. A lot of people live different lives than they did in 2020. Hell, I know I do.

Five years ago, when I was making Floodlines, I'd been thinking about Richard, the enslaved man who survived the hurricane in 1856 at Last Island, Louisiana.

Newkirk (Floodlines clip): The next morning, the only building still standing on Last Island was that stable. Richard and the old horse had made it. Many other folks weren't so lucky. 


Newkirk: I was interested in memory and what disasters reveal about a place. My reporting took me to meeting somebody who, quite frankly, changed my life.

Williams (Floodlines clip): We'll have the trumpet player, the trombone player, the snare-drum player, the bass-drum player, and the tuba players will have sticks blowing.


Newkirk: Le-Ann Williams. You remember Le-Ann. She was 14 years old.

Williams (Floodlines clip): I had this crush on this boy named Fonso Jones--


Newkirk: She grew up around Treme and Dumaine Street--

Williams (Floodlines clip): --and Fonso was the point guard.


Newkirk: --living in the Lafitte housing projects, when Hurricane Katrina came and the levees broke.

Williams (Floodlines clip): And we heard it on the radio, and a man was like, he was in a panic: I repeat, get to safety; get to the Superdome.


Newkirk: She and her family went on an odyssey after the flood. And she came back to a totally different city.

 Archival (Floodlines clip): 3,000 people a day heading to Texas.
  Archival (Floodlines clip): Arkansas will take 20,000 people.
  Archival (Floodlines clip): I'm not going back to New Orleans. I don't wanna go back to New Orleans.
 Williams (Floodlines clip): If you push us out, what's gonna be left? Just come look at things, like a museum. Just come and looking at historic places and buildings? That's it? If you push us out, where the culture gonna come from?


Newkirk: If you haven't listened to Floodlines, I recommend starting from the beginning. In 2020, when we put the show out, I honestly didn't know if it would matter that much with so much going on. But I found out that I was wrong.

Archival (news clip): The breaking news: Stay at home. That is the order tonight from four state governors as the coronavirus pandemic spreads. New York, California, Illinois--


Newkirk: Whether it was the early fears of "looting" during the pandemic, or a Black community being destroyed by a fire--

Archival (news clip): Altadena, and this entire hillside is on fire.


Newkirk: --or FEMA's response to Hurricane Helene--

Archival (news clip): The deadliest hurricane for the U.S. since Katrina in 2005.


Newkirk: --people kept coming back to Hurricane Katrina as a point of reference.

Russell Honore: That's rumor gets spread. You know, we dealt with that in Katrina too, Laura.


Newkirk: As it turned out, this show about generations of New Orleanians contending with catastrophe, grief, memory, displacement, and being left behind by our government still had some important lessons for the present. In 2020 we left the show's narrative unfinished, on purpose. Le-Ann, and the others we met--Fred, and Alice, and Sandy, and General Honore--were all still living with the legacy of Katrina and making meaning from it themselves. They were still living their stories.

But also, as it turns out, I couldn't quit Floodlines so easily. I'd become connected to the people I'd interviewed, who'd shared their lives with me. I'd spent hours and days talking to them, eating meals with them, hanging out. I cared about what happened to them.

Before, I had been thinking about Richard, but now I was thinking about Le-Ann. After the show came out, I saw that she'd gone through even more tough times. I also saw that she was celebrating: a new home, a new job, a kid who was doing well in school.

So on the occasion of the 20th anniversary of Katrina, I decided to visit New Orleans.

Williams: Oh, Lord.
 Destiny Richardson: We're gonna tear you up in them spades.
 Williams: Look at her. We gonna tear him up?
 Richardson: Mm-hmm.
 Williams: We're gonna tear you in them spades.
 Newkirk: I don't know. I ain't lost in a minute. (Laughs.)


Newkirk: I paid Le-Ann a visit, and talked to her family. And met her daughter, Destiny, for the first time.

Newkirk: When we last spoke, you were what? Eleven?
 Williams: Yeah.
 Newkirk: Eleven years old, and Le-Ann told us a whole lot about you, so, and she posts about you on Facebook all the time.
 Williams: Look what you do.
 Richardson: Always.
 Newkirk: Always. I've seen the honor roll. (Laughs.) You got the honor roll.
 Richardson: Yup, honor roll every year.
 Newkirk: Congratulations.
 Richardson: Two times in a row.
 Newkirk: Congratulations.
 Richardson: Thank you.
 Williams: I'm a proud parent, of course.
 Newkirk: Catch me up; catch me up. What's been going on with you the last five years?
 Williams: I changed jobs; I moved. I'm in a different spot. And I'm in a different place than I was five years ago.
 Newkirk: What kind of place?
 Williams: I'm at a peace state, like letting things go that don't mean me no good, you know, I'm trying to just go a different route.


Newkirk: I wanted to know more about that different route. So I stayed a little while.

[Music]

Newkirk: From The Atlantic, this is a special episode of Floodlines, "Part IX: Rebirth."

It's Sunday, after church time, when we meet Le-Ann. We're trying to hurry up and talk so we can get back across town to catch a second line before it rains. We're in Le-Ann's new home, and the living room is full of family, everybody just shooting the breeze. She rents here and lives with her mother, Patricia, and with Destiny. It's a quiet street.

Newkirk: What's this neighborhood we in?
 Williams: We in Pontchartrain Park.
 Newkirk: Pontchartrain Park. It's a historic neighborhood.
 Williams: Yes, it is.
 Newkirk: So last time we met you were out in the East.


Newkirk: Back then, in 2020, Le-Ann lived in a smaller place off a busy road in New Orleans East. She was working around the clock to provide for Destiny. It was far from the part of the city where she'd grown up, and she told us then how much she resented being forced away from the only home she'd known.

New Orleans East was a tough place to live. After the floodwaters receded, it became sort of a holding area for people pushed out from the core of the city by rising rents and gentrification. When Le-Ann was living there, it was known for crime, violence, for food deserts, for pollution, for all the things you don't want when you're raising a little girl.

Williams: I just feel like we just was forgotten about, pushed into different neighborhoods. And yeah, the East is dangerous--it's dangerous out there. Don't pump gas at night. If you're on E, you just try and make it home on E. (Laughs.) And a lot of crime is happening now, especially with our youth.
 When I was a kid, you could easily go to the gym, get on the swimming team, the double-dutch team, anything. They don't even have activities like that no more, so it's easy for the youth to get into things and get in trouble. There's a lot of carjacking. They're doing that now--for fun. 


Newkirk: The East had felt like a magnet for tragedy. And sure enough, in 2023, when Destiny was around the same age Le-Ann had been during Katrina, catastrophe struck again. But this time, it was a more personal kind of storm. Le-Ann's stepfather, Jeffrey Hills, the man who'd helped raise her and who'd tried to protect her during Katrina, died suddenly in his sleep, at the age of 47. Talking there in Le-Ann's living room, the loss still felt recent and present.

Williams: That was two years ago.
 Newkirk: People say that's a long time, but that's not a long time.
 Williams: That's not.
 Newkirk: Yeah. How you dealing with it now?
 Williams: Better than two years ago, you know? But we still take it day by day.


Newkirk: The room got a little quieter. Everyone was still grieving. Patricia, Le-Ann's mom, had lost her husband and partner: for Le-Ann, a father in everything but blood. Jeffrey was smart and he loved books, and he'd always taken pride in her academics. Destiny was his only grandchild, and you know he spoiled her.

But Jeffrey wasn't just a cornerstone of the family. He was a special part of the whole community. If you were in New Orleans, you knew Jeffrey. He was a veteran tuba player in the city, and he'd played with basically all the big brass bands. He taught and mentored young musicians. I'd seen him play before I even met Le-Ann. His name gets mentioned with all the legends who've come through here. And just like it had been for them, for Tuba Fats and Kerwin James and all the rest, when he died, his comrades played in his honor.

[Music]

Newkirk: They played for days. And when it came time to put Jeffrey to rest, they threw a second line like you ain't never seen. All back in the heart of the Sixth Ward, where Le-Ann used to live.

Williams: And when he had his funeral and everything, and it felt like the New Orleans before Katrina. His friends from the band, everybody, musicians, every musician we knew was there for him. And it was Jazz Fest time. A lot of people didn't go to Jazz Fest; they came. He had gigs lined up for Jazz Fest and everything. So a lot of the musicians didn't go to the Jazz Fest. They came there for his funeral. And my family all was together, everybody was laughing, and it just felt like the Treme area where I grew up in.


Newkirk: It was like a trip back in time. Back when cousins lived down the street and they used to play pitty-pat. It was bittersweet that it took death to bring back a little bit of the old magic.

But there would be more death before long--more people to grieve and more reasons to reminisce on the old days. The day after Jeffrey's funeral, Le-Ann found out her brother Christian was gone too.

Williams: My brother was staying with me. He died--he got killed two blocks from my house as soon as he left from my house. He got his bike out the yard, and somebody killed him.


Newkirk: Now she had to grieve her stepfather and her brother, and to be a support for everyone else.

All the trauma of Katrina, all the moving and all the setbacks, all the big life changes like becoming a mother: It had all forced Le-Ann to grow up early. Christian's and Jeffrey's deaths were like a second growing-up.

For Le-Ann, what this all meant was that she would have to try to be the kind of cornerstone that Jeffrey had been. She felt like the family was being driven apart, and she wanted to do what she could to hold everything together.

Williams: You know, I'm grown, grown now--you know, people depending on me and things like that. I gotta make sure our family get together. (Laughs.)
 Newkirk: Do you feel like it's harder to keep up with people now that you're spread out?
 Williams: Yeah, it is. We probably, you know, say a thing or two on Facebook with each other.


Newkirk: On Sundays like this one, Le-Ann tries to get as many people in one place as she can, to eat and chat or watch Saints games. And during Mardi Gras season, she goes all in. The main event for the family is Endymion. It's one of the biggest Mardi Gras parades, and every year thousands of people march. It's a time.

Williams: I made a Facebook page: "Family is going to Endymion." And we get on there, we say who's bringing what, and what time, you know, who's holding the spots down. And we all get together for Endymion every--since I was a kid. And you know, I just kind of keep the tradition going on for our kids.


Newkirk: For her kid. For Destiny.

Newkirk: I know she's sitting right here, but can you tell us a little more about Destiny?
 Williams: Oh my god. Destiny--she's smart, she is kind, very headstrong. I have a good baby. I do. Beautiful.
 Newkirk: She sound like you: smart, headstrong.
 Patricia Hills: Yes.
 Newkirk: Oh, you think so?


Newkirk: Le-Ann's mom, Patricia, is there behind me.

Hills: Very smart. Yes.
 Newkirk: Mm-hmm.
 Hills: Very smart. Just like her mom, very smart.
 Williams: Yeah, I'm proud of her. (Laughs.) I am. I'm a proud parent. Like, you know, you tell your child things, and you know it go in one ear and out the other sometimes. But when they actually listen and do what you say, that's a blessing.
 Newkirk: And we heard, you told us Destiny just got your first job, right?
 Richardson: Yeah.
 Newkirk: How long you been working there?
 Richardson: Probably like, what, a month or two now?
 Williams: About two months.
 Richardson: About two months.
 Newkirk: So what's that, two, three paychecks so far?
 Richardson: Yeah, I think so
 Williams: Three paychecks.
 Richardson: Yeah.
 Newkirk: All right, how does that feel?
 Richardson: Good. It feels good to have your own money (Laughs.) and buy your own self stuff. I like my job, though. It's nice. It's fun. And then you meet a lot of people from, like, all over the world, cause there is like a tourism mall.


Newkirk: In a lot of ways, Destiny is just like any other 16-year-old. She wants to get her license. She had a little marching-band drama. She's spending those paychecks. She goes to the mall with her friends.

But she's also dealing with things that would be hard for anyone, let alone a teenager. She's coping with loss and has witnessed her fair share of violence. Aside from the get-togethers her mom organizes, she doesn't always have the same closeness to family that Le-Ann did before the flood. It's like there's some ghost of Katrina that haunts parts of her life. It's eerie to see that ghost whenever she watches the old footage in documentaries.

Newkirk: How do you think about Katrina? What's the first thing that comes to mind?
 Richardson: A disaster. It's like when I watch it, sometimes it'll be heartbreaking to watch it because you see the people like with their family, babies and all that. It's hot, nobody to help them. You're like, these people was really out here for days doing this, trying to get food, nobody coming to help them, water everywhere, clothes sticky. I don't want to be like that after the hurricane. (Laughs.) It, it was just a lot. Like, a lot to take in, especially for the people I know. It was a lot for them. People dying.
 Richardson: That's a lot.
 Newkirk: Well, you look at those documentaries and imagine your mama going through that?
 Richardson: I could see her, she's (Laughs.)--I could just see her scared, nerves bad. She already nerve-racking, now, (Laughs.) so I could just see her (Laughs.) when a hurricane hit there after. Probably worrying my grandma, worrying everybody in the house.
 Hills: Yes, yes.


Newkirk: Naturally, Destiny doesn't have the same fears and anxieties that Le-Ann has. She likes to poke fun at her mother for being skittish whenever a storm comes around. But Le-Ann says she's learned her lesson. She's evacuating every time. It doesn't matter how much Destiny jokes about it.

Richardson: She'll leave even if it's a one-category storm--hurricane. She'd be so scared: We leaving, let's go, we leaving. We ain't waiting to see if it gets stronger or not. We leaving.
 Williams: But she never experienced something like that before, and she never will, because we're leaving.
 Richardson: She leaving. She says she sure won't go through nothing like that again.
 Williams: I don't care what! No, indeed, I have a child, so I know how my mom and them felt.
 Hills: You know, I just remember my baby being scared.


Newkirk: Le-Ann and Patricia walked through the floodwaters together. They have a shared story, and shared memories that I'd heard before, from Le-Ann. Now, hearing things from Patricia's point of view, as a parent myself, helped me really understand just how agonizing it all was.

Hills: She was the oldest and she got the most experiences, and she knew about it and she was scared and stuff like that.
 Williams: Yes indeed.
 Hills: When Hurricane Katrina hit and I just remember my baby being scared and asking if Momma, we going to die? And I said, No, we're not. Honey, I said, God got us. We gonna get outta here.


Newkirk: In that moment, Le-Ann had come to understand just how vulnerable she was. It wasn't just the storm or the flood. The city and the federal government had turned their backs on her. It all left a mark.

Williams: I said, They gonna leave us here to die. They don't care. I, I said, I hear stories about, oh, you, you know, Black and this and that and poor communities and you know, these things I hear about, but they actually go through something and live it--that's something different. Like, Nobody's coming to save us? I mean, newborn babies out there, they have dead bodies just laying--older folks can't take it. They just dropping. I'm like, My God, this is real.
 Newkirk: And so you said, Never again to that.
 Williams: I'm not taking--she's not going through that. She's not. Now, just in her mind to worry about something like that, so young, to worry if she's gonna die or if somebody's coming to save--no, she would never. Not if I have breath in my body. She's not waiting on nobody to rescue her. I'm gonna be the one.


[Music]

Newkirk: When I last sat down with Le-Ann, way back in 2020, I played her tape from my interview with the ex-FEMA director Michael Brown.

Michael Brown (Floodlines clip): So you tell Le-Ann I'm sorry, but you tell Le-Ann that her responsibility is to understand the nature of the risk where she lives and to be prepared for it. Knowing that somebody's not going to come--the shining knight in armor is not going to come and rescue her when that fear sets in.


Newkirk: It feels like Le-Ann's response to that is to become the knight in shining armor for everyone else. To take care of people. To make sure that her daughter and her family never feel abandoned like she did. I asked her if she saw Destiny's childhood as like an alternate-reality version of her own, one without that abandonment.

Newkirk: You were 14 when you had to leave the city. Destiny is 16. Do you see, maybe, in Destiny what that childhood could have been like without that disaster?
 Williams: I think about it. I used to think about it a lot--like, where would I have ended up? Would my life, you know, still be the same? Or would I have went off to college like my daughter wants to do? But now I'm like, I'm where I'm supposed to be exactly. This is where God wants me to be, you know? I'm where I'm supposed to be today.


[Break]

Williams (Floodlines clip): It's crazy. There's nowhere in the world I'd rather be than here. I love it. It's my home. It's my home. I love New Orleans. I done been to Arizona, Texas, Mississippi after Katrina. Nothing like New Orleans. Nothing's like New Orleans.


Newkirk: One of the things Le-Ann talks about a lot is how much she loves her new neighborhood. She says it's safer, and her street is quiet and peaceful. And it's a bit closer to where she grew up.

Newkirk: It's better out here?
 Williams: Yeah, it's much better.
 Newkirk: It's pretty out here, and you got the levee right there. You was on the levees in the east, too, so you go up on both. (Laughs.) You still go up there with daiquiris or not?
 Williams: (Laughs.) We have wine. We have wine.
 Newkirk: You have wine? Okay, so it's a classy establishment. We have wine.
 Williams: Yes, wine. We have our wine nights.


Newkirk: Now Destiny's the one who goes up to the levee most often, but to walk her mom's dog, an adorable French bulldog named Frenchy.

Richardson: No, right here!
 Newkirk: Right up there?
 Richardson: Nah, right here.


Newkirk: I wanted to check it out, so we took a walk together. It's not like the levee at the old place, where you could climb up and see into the water, which Le-Ann loved to do. But up here, maybe it's best that the water is out of sight. The levees here overlook the Industrial Canal, where it meets the lake. It's a critical point in the complex system of flood control that defines New Orleans. In 2005, certain parts of this very neighborhood stood under 15 feet of water after the levees were overtopped. There's a new floodgate now, built by the good old Army Corps of Engineers, that's supposed to stop that from happening again. Le-Ann is not so sure.

Williams: We're sitting in a bowl. Mississippi, Pontchartrain--we're just surrounded by water. We're below sea level. So just imagine, the water's on top of us, and the city's just down here. The water sits like that, so that's why we're below sea level, so the wind is just going down. You can't go up; you're going down! So that's the scary thing about, too, where we live. We're below sea level. I told you that before.
 Richardson: Yeah.
 Williams: Like, I explained it.
 Richardson: Now you see why I won't stay down here? That's another cue for me to go.
 Williams: Keep moving, huh?


Newkirk: Destiny is kinda over it. She's heard a lot about Katrina from her mother. When she was younger, Le-Ann even made her sit through a class she put together for Destiny and her friends.

Williams: Yeah, I had a classroom. I fed them every day. They had lunch and everything, breakfast. They had their lunchtime and then they had their time when their parents come pick them up.
 Newkirk: So were you rolling your eyes?
 Richardson: Was I?
 Williams: And one day we had--they watched the documentary of Katrina and they had to write about it, like different things.
 Richardson: Yes. My grandpa Jeffrey was in the documentary! Walking in the water with my auntie.
 Williams: He was walking with auntie. He in there.


Newkirk: Even with all the teenage eye-rolling, you can tell Destiny is proud of her family's story, especially of her grandfather. And that brought Le-Ann and Destiny back to talking about Jeffrey. About how much he meant to them, and how he represented what New Orleans used to be. They pulled up a video of his funeral and started reminiscing.

Williams: The band came in the funeral home.
 Newkirk: Oh wow!
 Williams: Look at how packed it was.
 Richardson: It was so pretty.
 Williams: My pastor say, I've never seen a celebration like this, my God! The band come in the funeral home?
 Richardson: Yes, that was nice.


[Music]

Newkirk: Standing here in the grass, by the levees, the sun slipping behind a cloud, we watched together.

Richardson: They had so many people out there and so many people in the funeral home.
 Williams: When they opened the door.
 Richardson: When they open the door, that's when you really saw the people. All the people wasn't even in the funeral home.
 Williams: Yes.
 Richardson: They had beaucoup people standing outside.
 Williams: He was well known--a tuba player.
 Richardson: They had 11 tubas out there for him.
 Newkirk: Oh, wow.


Newkirk: It seems to me like they weren't just mourning Jeffrey, but also how they'd lived, and who they were. It got Le-Ann to thinking about her childhood in the Sixth Ward, and to telling Destiny stories she'd already heard 100 times.

Williams: We just did that. If my cousin had a tambourine, we'll sit on a curb and they'll just make a beat. And we'll just start doing, like, little songs and stuff like that. That's what we did with each other. We all say something.
 Richardson: Y'all, it's raining.


Newkirk: And then it started to rain.

Newkirk: We got to move.
 Williams: Look at that. Oh Lord, we don't want the sugar to melt, huh?
 Newkirk: I got a gel in my hair. What you talking about?
 Williams: Okay!


Newkirk: We split up, and dried out for a little bit. I put some more gel in my hair.

[Music]

Newkirk: In the evening, we met back up with Le-Ann and Destiny at an ice-cream parlor uptown.

Richardson: She's getting a Creole Clown. He's dressed up like a clown, the ice cream. I want to take a picture of him for the aesthetic.


Newkirk: Destiny did get that Creole Clown ice cream. For the aesthetic.

Newkirk: So they serve it upside down?
 Richardson: And they got whipped cream.
 Williams: Girl, he is too cute.
 Richardson: Yes.


Newkirk: I thought it would be nice to end my time with Le-Ann and Destiny with an ice cream. Back during Katrina, when Le-Ann was escaping the flood, after she'd waded through rat-infested waters, cut her foot stepping on something sharp, and climbed up onto the baking-hot freeway, she saw a man with a cooler who handed her and her family ice creams.

Williams (Floodlines clip): He saying, Ice cream! Ice cream! It's hot. I got ice cream, cold drinks, and water! Come on, baby. Get y'all something to drink, and, I know y'all, you know, thirsty and stuff.


Newkirk: She told us she got a strawberry shortcake.

Williams (Floodlines clip): A strawberry shortcake. You know? You ever had one of those? Yeah. It's good. I got one of them.


Newkirk: The moment has always stuck with me as a symbol of how we misunderstand disaster and, by extension, what really happened during Katrina. There's still, even today, a misconception that disasters--that this disaster in particular brought out the worst in people. That it exposed some latent savagery or lack of morals. But what I've seen, over and over again, is that Katrina really showed just how much people loved each other. How much they loved their communities and their city. What was exposed, though, was how little the country and that city loved them. It feels like, in her own way, Le-Ann is trying to rectify that.

Newkirk: Do you feel like you are like the heart of the family now?
 Williams: Yes. And sometimes that get overwhelming. It does.
 Newkirk: What do you do when you feel overwhelmed?
 Williams: Pray. I pray a lot.


Newkirk: She's overwhelmed a lot. Being the person everyone else relies on is hard, and it can feel like every single thing is on her shoulders. She's doing her best to take up the role Jeffrey played, but now she understands how much of a toll that takes on a person.

Williams: It feel like I'm always responsible for everybody, like, everybody. And sometimes I'm like, Who responsible for Le-Ann? You know, having everybody's back and making sure everybody's good. And sometimes you're like, you know, Who has my back?


Newkirk: But she also takes pride now in the fact that people around the city know her and know her story.

Newkirk: Do you feel like, you know, between us and all the other stuff, are you--would you call yourself an ambassador now for New Orleans, for the city?
 Williams: Yes, I want to put my city on; I wanna, you know, bring light to my people, you know, in New Orleans, no matter what race you is or not, because we family down here, and I just want to bring attention to that.
 [Music]


Newkirk: Le-Ann still believes in her city, and she wants to stake a new claim to it. She wants to own her own home in New Orleans. She's working as a phlebotomist, and doing her best to support everybody and build up her credit.

Williams: It's going to take a minute, but I'm going to do it.
 Newkirk: So ideally, what's your dream house look like?
 Williams: Oh. Look, I think about it all the time when I just see houses. I'm like, Oh my God, I can't wait to--especially to have something that, you know, that I got that I can probably leave my child. You know, something I can call my own. Me and Destiny, we right by the lake, we love looking at those houses. We just go through looking at houses, like Oh my God.
 Richardson: We'll be like, Ooh that pool big, their backyard big. That house so big!
 Williams: Oh my God, this is living right here. We just, you know--
 Newkirk: What color is your dream door?
 Williams: I want to say red. (Laughs.)
 Richardson: Red?
 Williams: Old-school.
 Richardson: Yes.


Newkirk: She wants a red door, just like her grandma's house on Dumaine Street had.

Richardson: A big, big backyard.
 Williams: We have to have a big backyard. Ooh, yes, indeed. My family is big--I got to have a big backyard.


Newkirk: Le-Ann wants to be able to leave Destiny something of her own in New Orleans. But Destiny is looking at colleges out of state.

Newkirk: So Destiny, if you leave, do you ever see yourself coming back?
 Richardson: Probably not. I'll probably come back for like, events and stuff--probably, like, Mardi Gras and all that. But as far as coming back to stay, no.


Newkirk: It's the place where mother and daughter seem to differ most. Le-Ann was forced across the country, and then across the city, and has spent her whole life since trying to get back. Destiny wants to see the world for herself, to get out. She's working hard in school, and she's looking at colleges out of state. She's got the grades to leave.

Newkirk: Have you taken any visits yet?
 Richardson: No, I ain't taken no visits yet. They be emailing me and stuff for visits, but I haven't took no visits.
 Williams: They gave her $500.
 Richardson: Oh yeah, I had got one of CASE scholarships for Mercer. It's at home in the envelope. Yeah, and if I go there, they'll give me $2,000 more, plus the scholarship I've been built up on when I graduate.
 Newkirk: You already getting scholarships?
 Richardson: Yeah.
 Newkirk: She's saying it real low-key-like. All right.


Newkirk: But still, for as much as Destiny maybe wants to get out of New Orleans, she's got her mother's story with her. She might not know Katrina firsthand, but she knows the importance of taking care of people.

Newkirk: Anybody tell y'all y'all are pretty similar?
 Richardson: Yeah, I hear that a lot.
 Newkirk: (Laughs.)
 Richardson: They say our personalities are similar.
 Williams: My cousin tell me all the time, she was like, You're hard on her, but she's really strong minded. You don't have to worry about her. Destiny knows her way. She was like, You need to give her more credit than what you're doing because she, you know, she's a good kid.
 Newkirk: Do you--when people compare you to your mother, is that something where you roll your eyes?
 Richardson: Yes, I be like, Oh my God. (Laughs.) They'd be, like, Aw, girl, you act just like your mama and how she acted when she was younger, but just a little bit more--better or something. I was like, Ah, girl. Here they go with this again.


Newkirk: Le-Ann wants to protect Destiny, and to give her the things she didn't have. But I wonder if maybe she's got it backwards. Maybe her family has the thing that other families, rich and poor, Black and white, need. Maybe they've got what other people are searching for. The things we lost in our own personal floods over the past five years: family, community, and connection. We lost memory; we lost time. What we need is care.

Newkirk: So how was the ice cream?
 Richardson: That was good.
 Williams: It was.
 Richardson: I'm gonna most definitely get that again.
 Newkirk: The clown, the clown was solid?
 Richardson: Yeah, he's still got his eyes and his hat.
 Newkirk: Okay. If I could eat dairy, you know--
 Richardson: You can't eat dairy? You should've told me! I would have picked something else. (Laughs.)
 Newkirk: No, this is fine. This is fine. Look, between the dairy and the shellfish, I come here and I fast.


Newkirk: We finished our ice creams and walked out into the summer. And then Le-Ann and Destiny went home.

[Music]

Floodlines is a production of The Atlantic. This episode was reported and produced by me and Jocelyn Frank. The executive producer of audio, and our editor, is Claudine Ebeid. Our managing editor is Andrea Valdez. Fact-check by Will Gordon.
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Memoir of a Mailman

A new book describes the challenges and joys of life as a letter carrier.

by Tyler Austin Harper




"Delivering the mail is a 'Halloween job,' " Stephen Starring Grant observes in Mailman: My Wild Ride Delivering the Mail in Appalachia and Finally Finding Home. "An occupation with a uniform, immediately recognizable, even by children." What to call Grant's book is harder to say. It is an unusual amalgam: a pandemic memoir, a love letter to the Blue Ridge Mountains, a participant observer's ethnography of a rural post office, an indictment of government austerity, and a witness statement attesting to the remarkable and at times ruthless efficiency of one of our oldest federal bureaucracies. Not least, Mailman is a lament for the decline of service as an American ideal--for the cultural twilight of the Halloween job: those occupations, such as police officer, firefighter, Marine, and, yes, postal worker, whose worth is not measured first and foremost in dollars but in public esteem. Or should be, anyway.

At the same time, Grant's project is immediately recognizable as "Hollywood material." A corporate suit loses his job during COVID and spends a year as a rural blue-collar worker reconnecting with his inner country boy and coming to appreciate the dignity of physical labor--silently nursing, one suspects, the dream of a book contract (and maybe a studio option) all along. A stunt, in other words, that a cynic might see as more in the spirit of self-service than public service.

This tension isn't lost on Grant, a proud son of Appalachia who's suddenly laid off from a marketing agency and gets a job as a rural carrier associate for the Blacksburg, Virginia, post office. He second-guesses his qualifications--and his motivations--but doesn't let either concern stop him.

"What I'm feeling is a spiritual disorientation," he confesses, having been jolted into downward mobility. "Lost in the sense that I don't know what I'm doing, lost in confronting the reality of being back in my hometown at fifty years of age, delivering the mail." He berates himself for his failure to develop a versatile skill set or "build any job security," despite compiling an impressive resume (including starting a behavioral-economics lab at a Fortune 50 company). As he arrives at the decision to take the post-office job, he's facing real hardship: He has cancer, which he mentions almost in passing to explain the urgency of getting health insurance. But he's also a seeker, unapologetically so, and trying to prove something to himself--that, despite his white-collar CV, he is an authentic Appalachian who can still draw on a reserve of mountain grit.

From the June 2025 issue: Sarah Yager on how the USPS delivers mail to the bottom of the Grand Canyon

Grant doesn't hide the self-indulgence latent in what his wife calls "one of your quests." Yet he also proves to be a compelling and empathetic guide, observing his country and its citizens, not just himself, with open and unjaded eyes. If his jaunty prose sometimes feels forced, his curiosity doesn't: He needs to focus on the details of his new manual labor, and milieu, or else fall hopelessly behind his co-workers (which he does anyway).

Immersing himself in unfamiliar work in a familiar place throws him off-balance in a way that feels bracing. Driving his late grandmother-in-law's 1999 Toyota RAV4 (rural carriers, he learns, often have to rely on their personal vehicles) through breathtaking Appalachian landscapes exhilarates, and occasionally terrifies, him. The car loses traction on an uphill dirt road that abruptly becomes "a rutted-out washboard." Heedlessly reaching a hand into an abandoned mailbox turned hornets' nest induces "a full-body, screaming freakout, standing in the middle of a dirt road." He savors surprising, sweet moments, too: an old widower who shows him the sprawling model-train setup in his garage that he began assembling "once Jennie passed"; a man in a trailer who reacts with boyish delight when the Lord of the Rings replica sword he ordered with his pandemic check arrives. "This is Anduril, Flame of the West!" the man explains. Grant chimes right in with "Reforged from the shards of Narsil by the elves of Rivendell."

With his co-workers, his approach is "show up, don't sandbag anybody, be humble, play through to the buzzer." But he's also keenly aware of being a soft former white-collar worker on a team of hardened veterans--and during a period, the pandemic, when the Postal Service is "on a wartime footing," its intricate processes strained by new magnitudes of mail. Kat, a terse USPS lifer, helps him get through the worst days: "I think as long as she saw a carrier trying, she was supportive." Serena, a woman who handles surging Amazon deliveries with Sisyphean dedication, instructs him in a new task, chucking parcels into metal cages organized by route: "Start scanning, start throwing, and get the fuck out of my way." Glynnis, a 70-something whose back is killing her, "swore like a marine with busted knuckles"--loudly and creatively, sometimes with racist verve. She drives him crazy with her incessant complaining, not that the fan noise and the heat don't make him cranky too.

By contrast, Wade, an Alaskan, is the Michael Jordan of backwoods mail delivery, which features a degree of "freedom in terms of when and how you wanted to work" absent from bigger urban routes fully plugged into the Postal Service's centralized system. Wade's "process fluency" awes Grant--his preternatural ability to keep track of every variety of mail ("the hot case, the raw flats, the parcels, the raw mail," plus the trays of machine-sorted first-class and standard mail, arriving every morning) and then fit it all, Tetris-like, into his vehicle's cargo area, arranged for delivery; his mastery of a labyrinthine route; his agility in eating sandwiches with one hand while delivering the mail with the other. Wade could do a route "rated at 9 hours" in five. Grant barely manages half of it in 11 hours, with help.

Philip F. Rubio: Save the Postal Service

Mailman includes its share of epiphanic wisdom. But unlike many works of nonfiction that focus on this region and its people, it avoids treating those who find themselves in its pages with the sort of condescension or reflexive romanticizing--or worse, a blend of both--that often seeps into writing about Appalachia. Grant doesn't pretend that the Blue Ridge is all wholesome water-bath canning, porch sitting, and verdant greenery. He doesn't deal in crude stereotypes of poor rural people, but neither does he avert his eyes from details that might be construed as backwoods caricature. He gets a glimpse into the trailer where the man who buys the expensive sword lives, watching as he has to "slide crabwise" along the wall, hands raised high, to get past a huge flatscreen TV that dominates the space. Imagining how many times a day he does that, Grant doesn't judge; he just notes "the kind of trade-offs people are willing to make for picture quality." His portrayals throughout tend toward the gently sentimental, no noble savagery in view.

Grant's forthright evocation of community, a word so frequently used that its meaning has grown fuzzy, would be easy to attribute to his own roots in the rural-Blacksburg area, where the story unfolds. The truth, though, is more complicated. Sociologists have sometimes categorized Appalachia as an "internal colony": an impoverished and economically exploited area within a country that is often viewed by elites as if it were an underdeveloped region outside that country. The firmly upper-middle-class Grant--raised in the mountains because he was born to a Virginia Tech professor, rather than into a long line of coal miners or lumberjacks--doesn't really try to hide that he sometimes feels more like a colonizer than an "authentic" Appalachian.

In one moment of obvious angst early on, after his wife accuses him of having an inordinate soft spot for Virginia's country people, Grant proclaims, "I'm from Appalachia. I'm Appalachian!" She tells him pointedly, "You are not!" Identitarian anxiety crops up more subtly too: Grant wistfully recalls his desire to join his high-school classmates on their annual November deer-hunting trips, his father's refusal to take him, and his envy of the homemade venison jerky the other boys would bring to school. When he says, "I wanted a giant Ziploc bag of venison jerky," he seems to be saying, "I wanted to be a real Appalachian."

mailman is most distinctive when it ventures into territory that feels timely in a way that goes beyond COVID-era tributes to "essential workers." Grant finds himself preoccupied with the nature of public service, its scale and scope, and with coordination among systems and humans, of which the Postal Service turns out to be quite an astonishing example. He focuses in on the scene, not just the enormous "superscanner, like a seven-foot-tall mechanical praying mantis," that logs incoming parcels, but also the low-tech mail-sorting methods. He also gets to appreciate up close the skillful interplay between brain and body involved in becoming "unconsciously competent at complex tasks"; where once he knew only the academic phrase process fluency, now he can see the intricacy involved, and the dignity imparted by mastery.

When Grant declares, "My robot brain was in charge" at one point, reflecting on the execution of letter gathering while driving, he's speaking with pleasure and pride about achieving a flow state in the fulfillment of a worthwhile task; he's not complaining about drudgery or soul-sucking labor. Ever the marketer, Grant celebrates the Postal Service's uniqueness (indulging in a bit of statistical overreach). "FedEx? UPS? They simply cannot do what the USPS does. All they carry are parcels," he scoffs. "We carry everything for everybody, with 99.993 percent accuracy."

Read: What happens to mail during a natural disaster?

Mailman is also a shameful revelation of the inexcusable working conditions that letter carriers are subjected to: The injury rate for postal workers is higher than for coal miners. You can almost feel Grant's blood pressure rising as he describes the decades-out-of-date, unsafe, and AC-less delivery trucks--"death traps," he calls them. (The advent of new electric vehicles, thanks to a 2022 infusion of federal funds, doesn't make it into his book, perhaps because their expected delivery last year has been running behind schedule.) Grant's indictment--and his celebration--predates DOGE, whose arrival only makes both more relevant: a counter to the slander of public servants routinely dispensed by Elon Musk, a man who accrues more money in an hour than the average USPS employee will make in a lifetime.

When Grant says he finally learned that "what was essential was just doing your job," he doesn't mean that the USPS work is easy but that it is hard, and that being a mail carrier, showing up day in and day out, matters. "That's the difference between a regular and a sub," he observes, remarking on the distinction between being a fill-in and someone's daily letter carrier. "The sub just delivers the mail. The regular is delivering something else. Continuity. Safety. Normalcy. Companionship. Civilization. You know, the stuff the government is supposed to do for its people." In Grant's telling, postal workers bring order and predictability to a country that can feel like it's unraveling, especially during crises that starkly illustrate how reliant we are on the federal bureaucracy.

If Hollywood were to option this story, the hero would get offered the job of his dreams and turn it down, realizing in his heart that he is meant to be a mailman after all. But Grant has indicated from the start that his USPS stint is a placeholder. He applies for and ends up accepting a cushy position at a media agency, turns in his Halloween-job uniform, and takes a dig at himself for becoming "just another white-collar ghost with a job that nobody understands."

You may roll your eyes when this interloper describes the solace that his brief sojourn in blue-collar life has brought: that after decades of "feeling like I wasn't doing any good in the world, being part of something--even something as mundane as the Postal Service--made me feel whole." Glynnis certainly takes a different view as she counts down to retirement. When Grant, hoping to quiet her carping, says, "I'm in the same jam as you are," she calls him on it: "No you ain't, because I'm here to get my motherfucking pension, and you're too goddamned stupid to stay at home and collect unemployment." Grant acknowledges that "she had a point."

His final revelation is that Americans misunderstand the difference between white- and blue-collar work. "Both forms of labor want all of your time and both exact a toll. One form is no more or less noble than the other," he writes. "The real distinction is between work and service, and I think it's one of the great dividing lines in American life." The question this leaves for readers isn't why Grant decided to stop being a mailman. The question is how we ended up with a country where choosing a life of service all too often feels financially untenable and socially undervalued.



This article appears in the September 2025 print edition with the headline "Playing Mailman."




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2025/09/mailman-stephen-starring-grant-memoir/683554/?utm_source=feed
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How should American power be deployed in the world? Since the Cold War, America's role as a global leader has been up for debate.

Host Garry Kasparov and former U.S. Ambassador to the United Nations John Bolton dissect the state of the neoconservative geopolitical worldview. They consider what the latest iteration of the "America First" foreign-policy rationale signals for democracy worldwide and analyze what it means that the new American right sometimes sounds like the old American left.

The following is a transcript of the episode:

Garry Kasparov: I would like to begin this episode with two quotes from American presidents. You might try to guess which presidents they are from.

[Music]

Kasparov: The first: "Good leaders do not threaten to quit if things go wrong. They expect cooperation, of course, and they expect everyone to do his share, but they do not stop to measure sacrifices with a teaspoon while the fight is on. We cannot lead the forces of freedom from behind."

And the second presidential quote, "We must begin by acknowledging the hard truth: We will not eradicate violent conflict in our lifetimes. There will be times when nations--acting individually or in concert--will find the use of force not only necessary but morally justified."

The first, with the memorable line about not measuring sacrifice with a teaspoon while the fight is on, was spoken by my namesake, President Harry S Truman, in a 1951 address in Philadelphia at the dedication of the Chapel of the Four Chaplains. He had brought American troops into combat in Korea: a controversial decision to stand up to Communist aggression, only six years after the end of World War II.

The second presidential quote, about nations being morally justified to use force, is more surprising. It was spoken on stage in Oslo, Norway, in 2009, during Barack Obama's Nobel Peace Prize acceptance speech.

Donald Trump's "America First" isolationist cry echoes the America Firsters of the 1930s who wanted to stay out of what they called "Europe's war," even as late as 1941. Refusing to defend Ukraine against Russia's invasion has many parallels to the U.S. staying out of World War II until Pearl Harbor. Harry Truman learned the lesson. As he said in Philadelphia, you fight small conflicts to avoid big wars. Evidence of the good that can come from military intervention starts with South Korea, a thriving democratic ally, and North Korea, a prison-camp nation.

From The Atlantic, this is Autocracy in America. I'm Garry Kasparov.

[Music]

Kasparov: Terms like intervention and regime change are practically dirty words in U.S. politics, since the disastrous occupation of Iraq. But when aggressive dictatorships--like the Soviet Union in the past, or Vladimir Putin's Russia today--go on the march, words alone do not stop them.

My guest today, Ambassador John Bolton, would agree with both of those presidential quotes, although, like me, he did not find much else to agree on with Obama during his eight years in office! Bolton has strong opinions on American foreign policy and the use of force. At a time when the new American right sounds like the old American left, his thoughts are critical.

[Music]

Kasparov: John Bolton, you have had many distinctions and titles in your career, including ambassador to the United Nations, national security adviser, and many others. I will add one more. You are the only guest to join us in both seasons of this show. Thank you for doing it.

John Bolton: Glad to be with you.

Kasparov: And by the way, I see the chessboard in your office. Do you play chess?

Bolton: I do. You know, that was given to me by Nikolai Patrushev, my opposite number--

Kasparov: Ooof! (Laughs.)

Bolton: --when he was the Russian national security adviser. And it is interestingly made out of Karelian wood from the Finnish territory. So, and it was checked out by the Secret Service before I accepted it.

Kasparov: Do you think that the chess rules apply to this, you know, current geopolitics? Or it's more like a game of poker?

Bolton: Well, I think I wouldn't argue with you about the rules of chess. I don't think people like Vladimir Putin care about the rules. When people talk about the rules-based international order, the prime malefactors didn't get the memo. They don't believe in it, and they don't act like it's there. And for us to believe that it's there, I think, handicaps our ability to defend ourselves.

Kasparov: I want to talk with you about how American power should be deployed in the world, in service of democracies and against autocracies. But I want to start with what seems to be the ever-changing meaning of "America First" as a foreign-policy rationale. How do you interpret that term based on what you're seeing in the second Trump administration?

Bolton: Well, I think Trump himself has basically given us the answer on "America First," "Make America great again"--whatever his slogans are. They are exactly what he says they are at any given moment. They don't reflect an overarching philosophy. They don't reflect, in this case, a clear national-security grand strategy. Trump doesn't even really do policy as we understand it. I don't think to this day that he really appreciates that the words America first were initially used in the run-up to World War II to be the slogan of the isolationists, those who did not want to be drawn into the European war.

He doesn't see, he never saw the background of that, or the concerns about anti-Semitism that lurked in that "America First" movement. And I think from Trump's point of view--because to him everything is transactional--it means he just makes the best deals in the world, and he doesn't necessarily distinguish among the terms of the deals he's making. It's the fact of making a deal that shows who's in charge.

Kasparov: You said, and we all suspected, that Trump was not aware about the true meaning of "America First," because he's not a--no matter what he says--a good scholar of history. But assuming he knew that "America First" meant isolationism back then in 1939, 1940, and a clear distinction of anti-Semitism, would he care?

Bolton: I don't think he would care. And I think he views truth in a very relative way. People say Trump lies a lot. I actually don't think that's an accurate description. I don't think he cares much about what's true and what's not true. He says what he thinks he would like the world to be, and as it benefits him at any given time. And if pressed on that point about anti-Semitism in particular, I think he would just brush it away.

Kasparov: So you've written that Trump's decisions are like an archipelago of dots that don't really line up, and that advisers in the first term, you included, would try to string good decisions together. Now, what about the second administration? What is happening now?

Bolton: Well, you know, even just about six months in, I think you can see the difference in personnel selections pretty clearly. Certainly in the national-security space. In the first term, he had people who largely shared a Republican philosophy, a Reaganite approach to foreign policy. Obviously there were many disagreements on tactics, on priorities, on a whole variety of things, which is perfectly natural in any administration. And Trump, not knowing much about international affairs, could often buy one argument one day and another argument the next day. But eventually he got frustrated, I think, that his visceral instincts weren't necessarily automatically adopted by his advisers, who were trying to give him the best advice, trying to get to the optimal outcome. So to avoid the problems that he saw in the first term, in the second term, I think, he has consciously looked for people who act as yes-men and yes-women.

They don't say, Well, have you considered these alternative options? Have you looked at these facts? He wants people who will listen to what he says and then go out and implement it. Now, in the first term, people said his advisers tried to constrain him, tried to really to make the decisions in his place. And I just think that's wrong. I think I can speak for many others: We were trying to make sure that he made the best decision possible, and giving our advice was part of our function. My title was national security adviser. I don't know what else I'm supposed to do, other than give advice, in that job. But in the second term, he wants not loyalty--I think loyalty is a good word; I think it conveys a valuable commodity--he wants fealty. He wants people who are gonna say Yes, sir, and do it really without thinking, in many cases without trying to improve or suggest modifications. I think that's--ironically, it's gonna be harmful to Trump. It's certainly gonna be harmful to America, but that approach ultimately will hurt Trump too.

Kasparov: How so?

Bolton: Well, if a president is making decisions in a very narrow focus without understanding the broader implications, the additional risks, the additional opportunities, he's gonna miss a lot of what the rest of the world will see. And then contingencies will arise that he simply won't be prepared for. So that even what was a reasonably good decision can go bad, because you don't take into account the second- and third-order consequences. And I hesitate to say this with Garry here, but in chess you have to think a couple moves ahead. Maybe some people think lots of moves ahead. Trump plays it one move at a time, and that is dangerous.

Kasparov: Yeah, it's not a very rosy picture. So it seems that his Cabinet now, and all people who are supposed to give him advice, they are not going to contradict him.

Bolton: You know I have to say, contrary to the first term, there haven't been so many leaks out of this White House in the early months. So I don't have confidence we really know how the decision making is going. But to the extent we do, my impression is that while there's a lot of discussion about the optics of how you present a particular decision--the kind of background politics, how it makes Trump look--in terms of strategic thinking by people who understand international affairs, there's not an awful lot of that.

And indeed, even in some cases it might seem unusual, people who disagree get excluded. It appears Tulsi Gabbard--who opposed, from all we can tell, the strikes against Iran's nuclear-weapons program--was just cut out of the picture. And I have to say in the short term, I'm delighted by that. It probably contributed to the right decision. But what that means more basically is that Trump made a fundamental mistake appointing her, because you want people who will give their best advice, and it helps the president--should help the president--make a better-informed decision.

Kasparov: You mentioned Tulsi Gabbard. What about other advisers? Who do you find the most worrisome?

Bolton: Well, I think Secretary of Defense [Pete] Hegseth really is in over his head in this job. I think his comments in public about comments and criticisms that people made about the outcome of the bombing of the Iranian nuclear sites demonstrated that. It's fine to defend the president. That's what Cabinet members should do. If you get tired of defending the president, you should resign. But that's not your only job. Your job is also to explain and justify the conduct that you've ordered on behalf of the president. Not in a partisan way, but in a way that helps the American people understand. Leadership here is in large part education, and that's not what they're doing. They're doing a kind of attack partisan politics. Again, it makes Trump feel good in the short term, but in the longer term, he will not be well served by that kind of approach either.

Kasparov: Now a strategic question: our allies in Europe. J. D. Vance went to Munich, the Munich Security Conference, back in February and chastised European democracies for many things--among them being afraid of the far right and suppressing democracies at home. What's your take?

Bolton: Well, there are a lot of interesting things in that speech. No. 1, you know, Vance is really on the quasi-isolationist side of the political spectrum. And he, and people like him, have been very critical over the years of the neoconservatives for their constant emphasis on human rights and similar concerns. And yet at Munich, what he gave was a neoconservative speech. Although he was criticizing the Europeans for their democratic failures, I would've felt better if he had included Russia and China as part of his critical analysis. But he was doing exactly what he criticized the neoconservatives for doing. This is, I think, a measure of how really partisan these kinds of approaches are from a domestic American point of view. He's scoring--Vance there is scoring points against the neoconservatives, against liberal internationalists, against a variety of people that I'm not part of. So I didn't take it personally. But it was carrying on a domestic-U.S. political debate in an international forum.

I think that Trump himself doesn't understand alliances. I'm not sure Vance understands them any better. In Trump's case, he looks at NATO, for example, and he sees it as the United States defending Europe: We don't get anything out of it, and they won't pay. Well, if I thought NATO worked that way, I probably wouldn't be very enthusiastic about it either. But the whole point of a collective-defense alliance is that the security of all the members is enhanced when they live up to their obligations. And I think NATO remains the most effective politico-military alliance in human history.

There are members who are not pulling their fair share. That's right. I think Trump was right to criticize that. What's not right is to break the alliance up over it. And I think we are--notwithstanding the recent NATO summit where everybody smiled and seemed to be happy--I don't think we're past the danger point of Trump potentially withdrawing the U.S. from NATO in less happy times.

Kasparov: Oh, that's interesting. So can he withdraw from NATO unilaterally without a vote in the Senate, Congressional approval, whatever--or is it just totally in the hands of the president?

Bolton: It's my very firm view that the Constitution does entrust that authority solely to the president. In the case of NATO, ironically, Secretary of State Marco Rubio and some others passed legislation a few years ago that said the president could not withdraw from NATO without the consent of the Senate. I think that provision is unconstitutional. I don't think you can limit the president's authority. So if Trump decided to pull out, and he issued an executive order doing that, that might be challengeable in litigation, but it would take years to resolve. And in effect, Trump would have withdrawn by the time the case was decided by the Supreme Court.

Kasparov: Do you think it's realistic, that he will go that far?

Bolton: You know, I think he, as I say, he doesn't understand the alliance viscerally. He doesn't like it. He has said, and his advisers have said, things like, Well, we'll only defend NATO members that are meeting what used to be the 2 percent threshold: 2 percent of GDP spent on defense, now 3 and a half percent, 5 with infrastructure. Well, that's a statement that the NATO alliance is like a piece of Swiss cheese. You can't defend this country and then not defend the country next to it because it's not at 2 percent; it's just not viable militarily. But that kind of thinking has not left Trump's mind, and has not left the minds of his advisers. So I remain very worried, notwithstanding this recent NATO summit where things seem to go well. This is deep within Trump that he distrusts the alliance, thinks it's part of America getting a raw deal.

Kasparov: But I think that all countries that might be in danger, countries that border Russia or are just in the vicinity of potential Russian aggression, they already are almost at 5 percent. They spend a bigger percentage of GDP than the United States on their defense. Does it mean that America will defend them?

Bolton: Well, we certainly should, but I think this is an important question about Trump the man faced with a crisis situation like that. Let's say Russia invades the Baltics: Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania. Not impossible; certainly something the Baltics fear very much. Now, we did not have any crisis nearly that dangerous in the first term. COVID was a crisis, but it was a health crisis played out over a long period of time. So what would Trump do if the Baltics were attacked by Russia? I don't know the answer to that question. And it's legitimate for the Eastern European countries in NATO in particular to be worried about, because Trump does not like decisions where he can't reverse himself the next day. And obviously a decision to comply with Article V and defend countries invaded by Russia would be a decision that would be irrevocable for a long time until the military struggle played itself out.

Kasparov: So what do you expect to happen in Ukraine? Again, Ukraine is fighting this war, and many of us believe it's shielding the free world against Russian aggression. And Ukrainians and many Europeans, especially neighboring countries, they are disappointed, I would probably say shocked, by the Trump administration's policy in the region. Can Ukraine survive on its own, or basically can Europe provide enough for Ukraine? And how long will America take this neutral stand?

Bolton: Well, I'm afraid the answer is the rest of Trump's presidency. I think it's gonna remain undecided. My guess is in the near term--which may be the remaining three and a half years of the administration--Trump is not gonna go back and make a major effort to seek a diplomatic solution. I think he was burned by the failure of Russia to show any conciliatory impulses at all when he tried in the last few months.

And I think he sees it as a failure to live up to his campaign boast that he could solve the problem in 24 hours, which of course was never realistic. So the real issue is: Will he allow the continuation of U.S. military assistance at approximately the same levels--weapons, ammunition, and, to my mind, most important of all, military intelligence that's so critical to the Ukrainians on the battlefield?

And to the question you've raised, can the Europeans make up the difference? I don't think they can on the intelligence. I just don't think they have the capability. It could be they can make it up in hardware. I would hope they could, but it just won't be the same if Trump really does cut off the aid.

Kasparov: Now, about another crisis or another war, it's the Middle East. How do you rate Trump's actions there--attacking Iran, then offering the olive branch? And again, some say he did it in a desperate search for the Nobel Peace Prize, Trump's policy vis-a-vis Israel-Palestinians.

Bolton: Right. Well, I think he's not gonna get the Nobel Peace Prize for bringing peace to Ukraine, that's for sure. So he's looking for another opportunity. I find myself to a certain extent satisfied, but to a certain extent frustrated. I think it was the right thing to do to order American military attacks on some of the key Iranian nuclear-weapons facilities. There's been a huge and kind of intellectually arid debate about exactly how much damage was done by those attacks, which we don't know because we were not close enough to get a full assessment. But I think Trump cut off U.S. military action too soon. I don't think that there will ever be peace and stability in the Middle East while the regime of the ayatollahs remains in power. I'm not saying that requires extensive U.S. involvement. It certainly doesn't require boots on the ground. It could involve assistance to the Iranian people.

[Music]

Bolton: I think the question is: Will they have the courage to try to take advantage of the splits and tensions within the regime that I think are pretty obvious across the world now, and see if this is not the moment to rid themselves of the ayatollahs.

Kasparov: We'll be right back.

[Break]

Kasparov: Let's move from the world of practicalities into the world of idealism. What could be an ideal world if we could have our wishes granted? So, how should American power be deployed in service of democracy? So what are the tools to use, and where to use them? Exporting democracy, military interventions, regime change?

Bolton: Well, I think where American interests are at stake, there are a number of things we could do. I think regime change doesn't obviously have to involve American boots on the ground. There are all kinds of ways that regime change can take place. We tried that in the case of Venezuela in 2018 and 2019, that would've allowed the Venezuelan people to take control away from the [Nicolas] Maduro, really the Chavez-Maduro dictatorship.

But we would've, at the same time, pushed the Russians, the Cubans, the Chinese, the Iranians out of positions in Venezuela, very advantageous to them. It didn't work, but it was worth the effort. If we had succeeded, I would've said basically to the people of Venezuela, Congratulations. It now belongs to you. You figure out what you're gonna do with it. I have never been a nation builder, in the sense that some people have been, but I don't shy away from regime change. In the case of Iraq, which is the case that people point to again and again, I give full credit to the people who tried to make the coalition provisional authority in Iraq work. I think they did it out of the best of motivations. But it's not what I would've done. In my perfect world, I would've given the Iraqi leaders--some in exile, some who had been in the country--a copy of the Federalist Papers and said, Good luck. Call us if you have any questions. We'll hold the ring around you. We'll protect you from Iranian and other external influences, but you need to do this yourself. 

And I think that's really how you nation build. You don't enhance people's political maturity by making decisions for them. Even if you can make better decisions than they can, you enhance political maturity by saying, You're gonna make the decisions, and you're gonna learn by your mistakes. It's not guaranteed for success, but I think that's a more solid way of nation building than for Americans to try and do it for them.

Kasparov: But let me press on this issue. Because you mentioned Venezuela. I can add Belarus. In these countries, we clearly saw the opposition winning elections. Not hearsay. Winning elections, having physical proof of receiving, in both cases, 70 percent of votes. And both dictators--[Alexander] Lukashenko and Maduro--they stayed in power. They didn't care. They used force. Lukashenko, we understand he's too close to Russia. Putin was there. The opposition stood no chance. But Venezuela is just next door. Recently we had these elections, and Maduro basically ignored it. He made the deal with the [Joe] Biden administration, so some kind of relief of sanctions, but promising free and fair elections. So he reneged on his promise. Should America intervene?

Bolton: Well, look--back in 2018 and 2019, I think we were at the point where we should have been doing more. But you know, we didn't have many capabilities in the Western hemisphere, thanks to the Obama administration, that where we could have had opportunities through our intelligence community and others to help Juan Guaido, the legitimate president of Venezuela. The days are long gone by when we really could have done very much, and I feel we didn't enforce the sanctions as strictly as we could have. We made a lot of mistakes there. The Biden administration didn't even try that. They thought they could make a deal with Maduro. It was a total mistake. I don't see how anybody could believe he would honor any commitment he made.

I want to come back to Belarus, though, because I do think that that was a situation where it was very much in our interest to see if there was any way at all to persuade Lukashenko to pull away from Russia. So I went to Minsk in August of 2019, about two weeks before I resigned--I was the first senior American to visit Belarus in a long, long time--just to see the guy, and see if there were some hooks we could put in to bring him away, for his own safety's sake, but ultimately leading to popular government. I, as I say, I resigned two weeks later, so I didn't carry through on it. But it was a case to me that suggested we could have some influence there, and maybe, as in the case of Poland with solidarity, maybe there were ways to make that work. But we never tried, because Trump didn't really care about Belarus. Trump asked in his first term, Is Finland still part of Russia? So to him, Belarus, Ukraine: They all look Russian to him. And it's hard to get him to focus on things.

Kasparov: We've talked now at length about Trump's view of the world, such as it is. Now I want to talk about the Bolton view. So my experience of growing up in the Soviet Union during the Cold War instilled in me a great deal of clarity about good and evil in the world of geopolitics. But there has been a terrible decline in American values after the Cold War, and a new lack of clarity about the American role in the world. So what has that meant for how you see America's place as the global leader?

Bolton: Well, I think we're seeing today play out in the Trump administration and among many people who are supportive of him that this virus of isolationism--which isn't a coherent ideology itself, it's a knee-jerk reaction to the external world--can go through a long period of being irrelevant and then suddenly reappear.

And I attribute this in part to a failure in both political parties, ever since the collapse of the Soviet Union, to develop political leaders who thought about what it would take from America to help in the wider world, create conditions of stability that would be beneficial to the U.S. here at home: that would allow our economy to flourish, that would allow our society to flourish. And so people at the time of the collapse of the Soviet Union, some were saying, It's the end of history. Others were saying, you know, We can have a peace dividend; we can cut our defense budgets; globalization will take care of everything; it's the economy, stupid.

And we lost the post-World War II and Cold War generations of leaders, who spoke very plainly to the American people--whether it's Harry Truman, Dwight Eisenhower, many, many more--to say, look, safety for America doesn't begin on the Atlantic and Pacific shores. Safety for America is having a broader place in the world, a forward defense posture with allies to guard against aggression and to try and deter aggression. And that means a robust, strong America that sees its economic and political and social issues really involved all over the world.

Now, there's a cost to that. There's a defense budget that has to be paid. There are allies that have to be dealt with. There are risks that have to be taken. But to say we don't live in a perfect world, far from it, but the way to protect America is not to put our head in the sand--not to turn away from the rest of the world--but to deal with it in ways that are most favorable to us.

And I think one of the things we're seeing today, 35 years after the collapse of the Soviet Union, is: We don't have much in the way of political leadership that can speak to the American people in these terms. The Americans have always risen to the challenge when their leaders are straight with them. And the idea that we can't, we don't need to worry about the rest of the world--it's not a threat, it doesn't concern us, it's not gonna affect us--is deeply uninformed. I don't call it naive. It's almost perverse, and yet that's what we're dealing with. If we could see political leaders emerge, most likely I think in the Republican Party, that can make that case to the American people, we could return to a Reaganite kind of foreign policy that that was successful in the Cold War and could be made applicable to the very different, but no less threatening, challenges we see around the world today.

Kasparov: Going back to 1991, 1992. The Soviet Union is gone, and I think Americans expected some benefits from the victory, phenomenal victory in the Cold War. But eight years of [Bill] Clinton presidency brought no security. Prosperity yes, but security no. Because by the time Clinton left the office, al-Qaeda was ready to strike. Something went wrong, terribly wrong, in the '90s. So do you think that if [George H. W.] Bush 41 would've won the elections and stayed in the office, the Republican administration had a plan on how to redefine American leadership in the new world?

Bolton: No. I mean, I think there was a lot of uncertainty all around the political spectrum. George H. W. Bush talked about a "new world order." Well, it wasn't much order before, and frankly there wasn't much order after. But what he was referring to was the collapse of the Soviet Union. What we didn't see, because we were too optimistic perhaps, was that Russia would return to authoritarianism. We thought, Well, now they've got the chance; everything will be fine. That obviously didn't work out. We didn't see the turmoil in the Arab world. We didn't see the radicalization, the effect of the 1979 revolution in Iran. And we also, in the 1990s, didn't see China, didn't see that it was a threat, that it would be a threat. You know, we heard Deng Xiaoping say to the Chinese, Hide and bide. Hide your capabilities; bide your time. We didn't realize what he was saying. So this illusion that the end of the Cold War meant the end of history--that conflict was no longer a threat to us--led us to make grave mistakes about Russia, about China, about the threat of Islamic terrorism.

And we have suffered through all of those and are still suffering through them today. So it was a catastrophic series of mistakes, that there's a lot of blame to spread around here for sure, and [the] Clinton administration bears a full share of it. Whether George H. W. Bush would've done better? I don't know. I think so, because I think he understood the world a lot better than Bill Clinton did.

Kasparov: But it still sounds very disturbing that the same people--okay, Clinton replaced Bush, but the apparatus was there, you know, the CIA, Pentagon, the so-called deep state. And the same people, the same agencies, the same institutions that were instrumental in defeating the Soviet Union in the Cold War made such huge blunders. You said--missed Russia, missed China, missed Islamic terrorism, basically missed everything. Every threat that we are dealing with now has been totally missed in the '90s. What was that? It's just a kind of relaxation? We won. Let's go celebrate. You know, let's uncork champagne bottles.

Bolton: Look, I think it was escapism, and I think it was the desire to think, Okay, so in the 20th century we've had three world wars. Two of them hot, one of them the Cold War. We're past all that. Now, that's what "the end of history" means. And, it was a delusion. It was a detour from history. It really was. And we've paid the price.

We're still paying the price, and one reason is we're not spending nearly what we should on defense. The 5 percent commitment that NATO made, we're not approaching. The Trump budget for the next fiscal year is only a small nominal increase over the current budget. It's not gonna do nearly enough. We're setting ourselves up for, I think, a very risky future if we don't change that.

Kasparov: You just mentioned Trump's budget and its nominal increase in defense, but it's a huge increase in ICE. So do you think it's a bit dangerous? Yes? That this military force has been built in America and the control of the DOJ? And they already demonstrated very little respect for the Constitution. Could it be a potential tool for terror?

Bolton: Actually, Trump has come very close to achieving the goal he expressed of closing the border. I mean, he had the border closed at the end of the first term, because deterrence works. If you think you're gonna walk through Mexico and get stopped at the Rio Grande, you're not gonna leave your city or town or village. That's been restored. His--what he wants now is the deportation of the illegals. And I think he's going to have a lot of trouble with that. But the immigration issue is, I think, part of the isolationist temptation that somehow the rest of the world is gonna corrupt us. I think with careful attention and screening of who comes in, we can minimize the risk of terrorists coming in, criminals, agents of foreign governments. Nothing's perfect, but I think we can do a pretty good job of it. I don't think that's what Trump wants to do. He wants the issue of the fight with California, for example. That's why he federalized the California National Guard and sent in the Marines. Ironically, Gavin Newsom, the governor of California, wanted to fight too. It benefited both of them politically. It was just the country that was hurt.

Kasparov: So do you think it's a real chance that Trump will do something totally unconstitutional in America to preserve his power, or just to secure the desired outcome of the next elections?

Bolton: Well, I think he tried that in 2020, and he failed. The system was stressed, but it held. I think Trump is gonna do--he did a lot of damage in the first term; he will do more damage in the second term. Some of it might be irreparable. I think withdrawing from NATO would be irreparable, for example. But I have confidence in the Constitution and the institutions. This is not the late Roman Republic. We're not--I don't think we're in danger of succumbing. It does require more people to stand up and say, We don't accept the way Trump behaves. I'm disappointed more Republicans in the House and the Senate haven't done that. I don't think this is gonna be easy. But I do think, for example, the courts are holding up pretty well. I think their independence is critical to sustaining the Constitution. And I think as time goes on, Trump's influence will decline. Remember, he's not just a new president now, which he is. He's also a lame-duck president. And as people begin to appreciate that more and more, I think his influence will wane.

Kasparov: So, anything to be optimistic about today? Just, you know, give us just some hope that with Trump in the office, with the rise of authoritarianism, with Iranian regimes surviving, and with terrorism not yet being defeated, what's the best-case scenario?

Bolton: Well, I think realistically we've been through worse. I mean, it always seems you've got troubles unique to our time. But the U.S. has been through a lot worse than this, including an incredibly violent Civil War. And we came out on top. And I think one reason is that when you level with the American people--and it's gonna take the next president to do it--then we do rise to the occasion. I believe in American exceptionalism. And I think betting against America is always a dangerous thing to do.

[Music] 

Bolton: So I think in the near term, we've just gotta grit our teeth, make sure we do the best we can to minimize the damage that Trump will cause, and try and get ready to meet the challenges we're gonna face. The threats from China, from the China-Russia axis, from the nuclear proliferation, the threat of terrorism. There are a lot of threats out there, and it's gonna take a lot of effort. But I believe in the United States. I think we will prevail.

Kasparov: John, thank you very much for joining the show. And let's see, you know, if the future brings us more positive than negative news. Thank you.

Bolton: I certainly hope so. Thanks for having me.

Kasparov: This episode of Autocracy in America was produced by Arlene Arevalo and Natalie Brennan. Our editor is Dave Shaw. Original music and mix by Rob Smierciak. Fact-checking by Ena Alvarado. Special thanks to Polina Kasparova and Mig Greengard. Claudine Ebeid is the executive producer of Atlantic audio. Andrea Valdez is our managing editor. Next time on Autocracy in America:

George Friedman:  It is a historical norm, that there is a king, that there is a ruler. So authoritarianism historically is far more the norm than liberal democracy. Liberal democracy opened the door to the idea that people with very different beliefs could live together. It is a great experiment, but it's a very difficult experiment. If you believe that the way you should live is a moral imperative, then it is very difficult to have a liberal democracy.


Kasparov: I'm Garry Kasparov. See you back here next week.
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The Warped Idealism of Trump's Trade Policy

The president once promised he'd prioritize Americans' bottom line above all else. He's abandoned that pledge.

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.

Tomorrow is Donald Trump's deadline to agree to trade deals before he imposes tariffs, and he means it this time. Why are you laughing? (In fact, since saying that yesterday, he's already chickened out with Mexico, putting the "taco" in, well, TACO.)

But the president has already written off hopes of reaching agreements with some allies. Yesterday, Trump announced that he was raising tariffs on many Brazilian goods to 50 percent across the board, as retribution for Brazil's prosecution of former President Jair Bolsonaro, a Trump ally. This morning, Trump wrote on Truth Social that Prime Minister Mark Carney's decision to recognize a Palestinian state "will make it very hard" to strike a deal with Canada.

The president's perpetual caving can make him seem craven and opportunistic, but you can detect a different impulse in his handling of trade policy too: a warped kind of idealism. When Trump began his political career, he said he would put "America First," rather than using American power to enforce values overseas. Wars to fight repressive autocrats were foolish ways to burn cash and squander American lives. The promotion of human rights and democracy were soft-headed, bleeding-heart causes. Trump, a man of business, was going to look out for the bottom line without getting tangled up in high-minded crusades. Now that's exactly what he's doing: using trade as a way to make grand statements about values--his own, if not America's.

This is troubling on legal, moral, and diplomatic levels. The Constitution specifically delegates the power to levy tariffs to Congress, but legislators have delegated some of that capacity to the president. Trump has invoked the International Emergency Economic Powers Act, which allows him to impose tariffs in response to an "unusual and extraordinary threat," on the basis that Congress cannot act quickly enough. This use of the law is, as Conor Friedersdorf and Ilya Somin wrote in The Atlantic in May, absurd. The White House's months of vacillation on its tariff threats since make the idea of any emergency even less credible.

Understanding why Trump would be sensitive about Bolsonaro's prosecution, which stems from Bolsonaro's attempt to cling to power after losing the 2022 election, is not difficult--the parallels between the two have been often noted--but that doesn't make it a threat to the United States, much less an "unusual and extraordinary" one. Likewise, Canadian recognition of a Palestinian state is unwelcome news for Trump's close alliance with Israel, but it poses no obvious security or economic danger to the U.S. A Congress or Supreme Court interested in limiting presidential power could seize on these statements to arrest Trump's trade war, but these are not the legislators or justices we have.

Setting aside the legal problems, Trump's statements about Brazil and Canada represent an abandonment of the realpolitik approach he once promised. Even if Carney were to back down on Palestinian statehood, or Brazil to call off Bolsonaro's prosecution, the United States wouldn't see any economic gain. Trump is purely using American economic might to achieve noneconomic goals.

Previous presidents have frequently used U.S. economic hegemony to further national goals--or, less charitably, interfered in the domestic affairs of other sovereign nations. But no one needs to accept any nihilistic false equivalences. Trump wrote in a July 9 letter to Brazilian President Luiz Inacio Lula da Silva that the case against Bolsonaro was "an international disgrace" and (naturally) a "Witch Hunt." Although the U.S. has taken steps to isolate repressive governments, Trump's attempts to bail out Bolsonaro are nothing of the sort. The U.S. can't with a straight face argue that charging Bolsonaro is improper, and it can't accuse Brazil of convicting him in a kangaroo court, because no trial has yet been held.

The U.S. government has also long used its power to bully other countries into taking its side in international disputes, but the swipe at Canada is perplexing. The Trump administration remains the most stalwart ally of Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu (notwithstanding some recent tensions), and the U.S. government has long withheld recognition of any Palestinian state as leverage in negotiations. Even so, slapping tariffs on Canada for a symbolic decision such as this seems unlikely to dissuade Carney or do anything beyond further stoking nascent Canadian nationalism.

This is not the only way in which Trump's blunt wielding of tariffs is likely to backfire on the United States. Consumers in the U.S. will pay higher prices, and overseas, Jerusalem Demsas warned in April, "the credibility of the nation's promises, its treaties, its agreements, and even its basic rationality has evaporated in just weeks." But it's not just trust with foreign countries that the president has betrayed. It's the pact he made with voters. Trump promised voters an "America First" approach. Instead, they're getting a "Bolsonaro and Netanyahu First" government.

Related:

	The TACO presidency 
 	Start budgeting for Trump's tariffs now.




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Virginia Giuffre's family was shocked that Trump described her as "stolen."
 	Every scientific empire comes to an end.
 	Hamas wants Gaza to starve.




Today's News

	President Donald Trump's tariffs are set to take effect tomorrow as his administration scrambles to finalize trade deals with key partners. Mexico received a 90-day extension, while other countries, including China and Canada, remain in negotiations.
 	Steve Witkoff, Trump's special envoy to the Middle East, and Ambassador to Israel Mike Huckabee will visit Gaza tomorrow to inspect aid distribution as the humanitarian crisis worsens in the region.
 	 About 154,000 federal workers accepted buyouts offered by the Trump administration this year, according to the government's human-resources arm.
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Remarkable News in Potatoes

By Katherine J. Wu

For decades, evolutionary biologists pointed to such examples to cast hybridization as hapless--"rare, very unsuccessful, and not an important evolutionary force," Sandra Knapp, a plant taxonomist at the Natural History Museum in London, told me. But recently, researchers have begun to revise that dour view. With the right blend of genetic material, hybrids can sometimes be fertile and spawn species of their own; they can acquire new abilities that help them succeed in ways their parents never could. Which, as Knapp and her colleagues have found in a new study, appears to be the case for the world's third-most important staple crop: The 8-to-9-million-year-old lineage that begat the modern potato may have arisen from a chance encounter between a flowering plant from a group called Etuberosum and ... an ancient tomato.
 Tomatoes, in other words, can now justifiably be described as the mother of potatoes.


Read the full article.
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Culture Break


Ng Han Guan / AP



Take a look. These photos capture moments from the 2025 World Aquatics Championships in Singapore, where more than 2,500 athletes from over 200 nations competed in events spanning six aquatic sports.

Read. In 2022, Sophia Stewart recommended six books that all music lovers should read.

Play our daily crossword.



Rafaela Jinich 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 Birth of the Attention Economy

The rise of the cheap, daily newspaper in the 19th century remade how Americans engaged with the world.

by Jake Lundberg




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


Early in the Civil War, Oliver Wendell Holmes Sr. announced in The Atlantic that the necessities of life had been reduced to two things: bread and the newspaper. Trying to keep up with what Holmes called the "excitements of the time," civilians lived their days newspaper to newspaper, hanging on the latest reports. Reading anything else felt beside the point.

The newspaper was an inescapable force, Holmes wrote; it ruled by "divine right of its telegraphic dispatches." Holmes didn't think he was describing some permanent modern condition--information dependency as a way of life. The newspaper's reign would end with the war, he thought. And when it did, he and others could return to more high-minded literary pursuits--such as the book by an "illustrious author" that he'd put down when hostilities broke out.

Nearly 40 years after Holmes wrote those words, newspapers were still on the march. Writing in 1900, Arthur Reed Kimball warned in The Atlantic of an "Invasion of Journalism," as newspapers' volume and influence grew only more intense. Their readers' intellect, Kimball argued, had been diminished. Coarse language was corrupting speech and writing, and miscellaneous news was making miscellaneous minds. The newspaper-ification of the American mind was complete.

The rise of the cheap, daily newspaper in the 19th century created the first true attention economy--an endless churn of spectacle and sensation that remade how Americans engaged with the world. Although bound by the physical limits of print, early newspaper readers' habits were our habits: People craved novelty, skimmed for the latest, let their attention dart from story to story. And with the onset of this new way of being came its first critics.

In our current moment, when readers need to be persuaded to read an article before they post about it online, 19th-century harrumphs over the risks of newspaper reading seem quaint. Each new technology since the newspaper--film, radio, television, computers, the internet, search engines, social media, artificial intelligence--has sparked the same anxieties about how our minds and souls will be changed. Mostly, we've endured. But these anxieties have always hinted at the possibility that one day, we'll reach the endgame--the point at which words and the work of the mind will have become redundant.

Worries over journalism's invasive qualities are as old as the modern daily newspaper. In New York, where the American variant first took shape in the 1830s, enterprising editors found a formula for success; they covered fires, murders, swindles, scandals, steamboat explosions, and other acts in the city's daily circus. As James Gordon Bennett Sr., the editor of the New York Herald and the great pioneer of the cheap daily, said, the mission was "to startle or amuse." Small in size and packed with tiny type, the papers themselves didn't look particularly amusing, but the newsboys selling them in the street were startling enough. Even if you didn't buy a paper, a boy in rags was going to yell its contents at you.

These cheap newspapers had relatively modest urban circulations, but they suggested a new mode of living, an acceleration of time rooted in an expectation of constant novelty. Henry David Thoreau and other contrarians saw the implications and counseled the careful conservation of attention. "We should treat our minds," Thoreau wrote in an essay posthumously published in The Atlantic, "that is, ourselves, as innocent and ingenuous children, whose guardians we are, and be careful what objects and what subjects we thrust on their attention." This included newspapers. "Read not the Times," he urged. "Read the Eternities."

But the problem was only getting worse. The Eternities were steadily losing ground to the Times--and to the Posts, the Standards, the Gazettes, the Worlds, and the Examiners. In the last third of the 19th century, the volume of printed publications grew exponentially. Even as more "serious" newspapers such as the New-York Tribune entered the marketplace, the cheap daily continued to sell thousands of copies each day. Newspapers, aided by faster methods of typesetting and by cheaper printing, became twice-daily behemoths, with Sunday editions that could be biblical in length. A British observer marveled at the turn of the century that Americans, "the busiest people in the world," had so much time to read each day.

American commentators of high and furrowed brow worried less that newspapers were being left unread and more that they were actually being devoured. The evidence was everywhere--in snappier sermons on Sundays, in direct and terse orations at colleges, in colloquial expressions in everyday usage, in the declining influence of certain journals and magazines (including The Atlantic).

If I may apply what Kimball deplored as "newspaper directness," people seemed to be getting dumber. Those who were reared on slop and swill wanted ever more slop and swill--and the newspapers were all too ready to administer twice-daily feedings. Writing in The Atlantic in 1891 on the subject of "Journalism and Literature," William James Stillman saw a broad and "devastating influence of the daily paper" on Americans' "mental development." No less grave were the political implications of a populace marinating in half-truths, seeking the general confirmation of what it already believed. In such a market, journalists and their papers had an incentive to perpetuate falsehoods.

Was all of this hand-wringing a little too much? Has not one generation predicted the doom of the next with each successive innovation? Socrates warned that writing would weaken thought and give only the appearance of wisdom. Eighteenth-century novels occasioned panic as critics worried that their readers would waste their days on vulgar fictions. And as for newspapers, didn't Ernest Hemingway famously take "newspaper directness" and make it the basis for perhaps the most influential literary style of the 20th century? Each innovation, even those that risk dimming our broader mental capacity, can stimulate innovations of its own.

But at the risk of sounding like those 19th-century critics, this time really does seem different. When machines can so agreeably perform all of our intellectual labors and even fulfill our emotional needs, we should wonder what will become of our minds. No one has to spend much time imagining what we might like to read or pretend to read; algorithms already know. Chatbots, meanwhile, can as readily make our emails sound like Hemingway as they can instruct us on how to perform devil worship and self-mutilation. Thoreau may have never divined the possibility of artificial intelligence, but he did fear minds smoothed out by triviality and ease. He imagined the intellect as a road being paved over--"macadamized," in 19th-century parlance--"its foundation broken into fragments for the wheels of travel to roll over."

"If I am to be a thoroughfare," Thoreau wrote, "I prefer that it be of the mountain-brooks, the Parnassian streams, and not the town-sewers."

Wouldn't we all. But who has the time for that?
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The Man Who Was Too MAHA for the Trump Administration

Vinay Prasad was supposed to be the guy who kept Big Pharma in check. Now he's gone.

by Benjamin Mazer




Vinay Prasad, until Tuesday one of the country's top medical regulators, just got a bitter taste of what it means to have real power. In recent months, the academic hematologist-oncologist, medical contrarian, and polemic podcaster had become a central figure at the U.S. Food and Drug Administration. In May, he was chosen to lead its Center for Biologics Evaluation and Research--a position that gave him authority over vaccines and gene therapies. In June, Marty Makary, who is currently the FDA commissioner, bestowed upon him an even more important role: chief medical and scientific officer of the entire agency. This week, Prasad abruptly departed.

We don't know the exact reason behind Prasad's departure. According to a Department of Health and Human Services spokesperson, he resigned to "spend more time with his family." (Neither Prasad nor HHS responded to my request for comment.) Politico reports that President Donald Trump ordered his removal this week over the objections of Makary and Health and Human Services Secretary Robert F. Kennedy Jr. Whatever the particulars, Prasad's sudden need for a better work-life balance suggests the administration is following a time-honored approach to medical regulation: Business comes first.

Prasad's troubles began in the first weeks of his tenure at the FDA, when he overruled the agency's own scientific reviewers by limiting the use of COVID vaccines. In doing so, he managed to anger the country's pro- and anti-vaccine factions at the same time. While many public-health experts criticized the decision to limit access to the shots, Kennedy's allies in the "Make America healthy again" movement felt betrayed by the fact that the government had allowed mRNA shots to remain available at all.

Prasad also faced a blitz from the pharmaceutical industry and patient-advocacy groups after the FDA tried to suspend distribution of a gene therapy for Duchenne muscular dystrophy called Elevidys, over safety concerns. For those affected by this rare, incurable condition, the move was seen as an outrageous denial of their right to weigh the drug's risks and benefits for themselves, and an extinguishing of what had been at least a glimmer of hope. Two days later, the right-wing provocateur Laura Loomer publicly accused Prasad of "sabotaging Trump's deregulatory agenda," and an opinion writer for The Wall Street Journal declared him a "one-man death panel."

I know Prasad a bit: I've twice been a guest on his podcast, and I've followed his prolific academic work and public commentary about evidence-based medicine since about 2016, when he was a young professor at Oregon Health & Science University working to identify low-value medical practices. We've had our disagreements over the years. But with respect to Elevidys and drugs like it, our views are in alignment. We share the worry, for example, that the FDA keeps lowering its approval standards for drugs that keep getting more expensive. "The American economy can handle a great deal of wasteful health-care spending," Prasad told me in an interview in 2021. "But it can't tolerate an infinite number."

His skepticism of Elevidys, in particular, is both long-standing and well-founded. The therapy has not been conclusively shown to slow the progression of the muscle-wasting disease it targets, but it does often induce vomiting and damage patients' livers. Worryingly, it also appears to be related to a pair of deaths. Prasad's predecessor in his role at CBER, Peter Marks, approved the drug, which costs $3.2 million per course of treatment, in spite of his own staff's uncertainty about its benefit. (Marks was forced out by Kennedy this spring, after the two clashed over access to vaccine-safety data.)

Read: The sanewashing of RFK Jr.

That Prasad should take a tough line on drug regulation was perfectly in keeping with his history. He rose to prominence on that basis: To his many fans, he was a dogged and courageous industry watchdog; to his many critics, a self-righteous pharma scold. That mainstream Republicans should balk at this approach, and strive to undo it, was equally predictable. Politicians, particularly those on the right, have for years supported patients' ability to obtain still-unproven therapies. During Trump's first term, the president signed into law the "Right to Try Act," which expanded access to experimental drugs. That law was championed by Republican Senator Ron Johnson, who, according to reporting from STAT, may have been instrumental in Prasad's ouster.

One might have guessed that things were different now in Washington--that Kennedy's eccentric philosophy had ushered in a novel form of conservative leadership, in which business interests didn't always lead the way. Thus far, however, the MAHA movement has done little to adjust the status quo. Instead, it has mostly wallowed in its own contradictions. We've been told that cooking with seed oils is toxic but that treating measles with cod-liver oil is great; and that both deworming pills and microbe-laden raw milk are good for you. MAHA leaders have declared the FDA a "sock puppet of industry" from which Prasad himself would provide a "welcome reprieve," while also championing the public's right to choose its food and drugs (even as they interfere with the distribution of some vaccines).

Read: How ivermectin became right-wing aspirin

So which is it? Should people have easy access to almost any health-care intervention, or should the government protect vulnerable patients from drugs for which there isn't rigorous evidence of benefit? For years, Prasad has been clear on where he stands in that regard. "It is not a case of patients who crave risk facing off with regulators who abhor it," he wrote in a medical journal in 2019. Rather, the current system, in which "reliable data are inconsistently generated," has failed patients who wish to make informed decisions about their care.

Whenever this tension has been tested in the Trump administration, MAHA leaders have almost always seemed inclined to move the other way. A recent op-ed by the FDA's Makary and Mehmet Oz, the head of the Centers for Medicare & Medicaid Services, summed up the current regulatory approach as follows: Agency bureaucrats should cooperate with industry leaders instead of antagonizing them, and the government should favor "market solutions" over "prescriptive regulation." Indeed, even as the news of Prasad's firing was coming out, Makary was promoting his "national listening tour" of private interests. "Looking forward to hearing from more pharma and biotech CEOs!" he wrote on X.

Prasad himself appeared to recognize which way the wind was blowing. From the moment he took office, he was tempering his point of view. Before he became a political appointee, Prasad was dogmatic in his dismissal of evidence that did not emerge from large, randomized clinical trials. ("As readers know, my philosophy is RCT or STFU," he wrote in his newsletter in 2023.) But Prasad seemed to back away from this idea even in his opening remarks to his new colleagues and staffers. "Randomized controlled trials are not always necessary, and when they are done, they are not always informative," he reportedly said on May 7, his second day on the job.

Such appeasement efforts proved insufficient to protect him from rival forces in the Republican Party, if not also in the MAHA movement itself. For the moment, Prasad has been replaced at CBER by the wealthy biomedical entrepreneur George Tidmarsh. Surely that will come as a relief to a constituency that seems to hold immense sway with this administration: America's drug companies and medical-device makers.
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Hamas Wants Gaza to Starve

Starvation only helps Hamas end the war in a way that advances its aims.

by Ahmed Fouad Alkhatib




This week, the world seems to be finally paying attention to the magnitude of the suffering in Gaza. The futile policies pursued by the Israeli government--prodded by the far-right cabinet ministers Bezalel Smotrich and Itamar Ben-Gvir--have reduced the supply of humanitarian aid, food, and supplies in Gaza. Israel has unnecessarily reengineered the distribution of aid, failing to achieve its goal of separating the civilian population from Hamas while further constricting its supply. And for these decisions, it has attracted the justified condemnation of the international community.

Despite the surge of hundreds of trucks into Gaza over the past four days, very few supplies have made it into warehouses to be distributed to the population. Aid shipments are being seized by a combination of desperate civilians, lawless gangs, clan-affiliated thugs, and merchants of death. Chaos and apocalyptic scenery are the norm, not the exception. There is no denying the reality of the widespread malnutrition and hunger in the Gaza Strip.

In recent days, I've spoken with dozens of Gazans who are furious about what is unfolding around them. They are angry, one told me, at the "hordes of selfish people who are attacking aid convoys to steal and collect aid in a horrific manner without caring for Gazans who chose not to participate in these humiliating and demeaning displays of inhumanity, no matter the level of hunger." But their anger is directed primarily at Hamas, which they hold responsible for putting the people of Gaza in this position, and for its continued refusal to end the war that it started. "Hitler fought in his bunker until he killed himself in World War II in the Battle of Berlin," another person said, complaining that Hamas is hunkered down in its tunnels, willing to see Gaza destroyed to the very last child.

Yair Rosenberg: The corrupt bargain behind Gaza's catastrophe

Hamas actually wants a famine in Gaza. Producing mass death from hunger is the group's final play, its last hope for ending the war in a way that advances its goals. Hamas has benefited from Israel's decision to use food as a lever against the terror group, because the catastrophic conditions for civilians have generated an international outcry, which is worsening Israel's global standing and forcing it to reverse course.

Online supporters of the terror group have consistently attacked any efforts to alleviate the crisis. In posts and videos, they have dismissed efforts to send in food by convoys of trucks from Egypt and Jordan, pointing to the chaotic scenes as desperate Gazans scramble for aid. They have likewise attacked the airdrops that are now under way and called for them to be stopped immediately.

Hamas's evident desire to extend and deepen the crisis of hunger helps explain the recent breakdown of cease-fire negotiations, even as Gazans are needlessly dying. The group's intransigence led both Israel and Trump's envoy, Steve Witkoff, to walk away from the talks. If the hunger crisis and humanitarian issues are addressed, Hamas can no longer use the suffering of Gazans to generate an international outcry or use the resultant leverage to end the war on its own terms.

Read: Why Trump broke with Bibi over the Gaza famine

But the two-state-solution conference convened by France and Saudi Arabia at the United Nations shows the way forward. In a remarkable statement, endorsed by the European Union and the Arab League, the participants condemned the October 7 attacks and the taking of hostages, and declared that "Hamas must end its rule in Gaza and hand over its weapons to the Palestinian Authority." The conference envisions the end of hostilities, the establishment of an international mission in Gaza, and the ultimate return of the Palestinian Authority to govern the Strip.

Many Arab states have been reluctant to call out Hamas publicly, even though they do so privately on a regular basis, for fear of upsetting their own populations. But now they have recognized the importance of openly and transparently calling for Hamas to give up control of Gaza and disarm. Both Israel and the international community should capitalize on this shift, to isolate the terrorist organization and give hope for a better trajectory for Gaza's future.

If Hamas believes that the suffering of Gazans bolsters its cause, Israeli decision makers should take that to heart. They should abandon their misguided and inhumane policies and cease their efforts to pressure the population as a means of pressuring the terror group. The best way to undermine Hamas's position is to instead flood Gaza with food, and to alleviate the suffering of its people.
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How to Know You're Not a Phony

Impostor syndrome can certainly harm your happiness. Here are three ways to get over it.

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 am not a writer. I've been fooling myself and other people," wrote John Steinbeck in his private journal when he was working on The Grapes of Wrath, his 1939 epic novel about a family fleeing the Oklahoma Dust Bowl during the Depression to seek a better future in California. You might think he was simply experiencing momentary self-doubt but, informed by my work as an academic and writer, I see a hint of something more insidious, which plagues many people of great intellect and erudition: impostor syndrome. For many of these high achievers, the more plaudits they receive, the more they worry that they're putting one over on everyone.

You don't even have to be a genius to feel like an impostor. In today's environment, when people are assiduously cultivating an image on social media that accentuates the positive and buries the negative, anyone can be made to feel they're a failure and a phony. If you worry about this too, I have some good news for you: The fact that you have the worry means you probably aren't a phony; the true phony is convinced they're not one. Even so, suffering from impostor syndrome is certainly deleterious to your happiness. But you can do something about that.

Read: ChatGTP has impostor syndrome

The condition was first described in 1978 by two psychologists in the journal Psychotherapy: Theory, Research and Practice as the common affliction in which people who possess real skills and knowledge secretly believe they're inadequate or incompetent. The authors of the study found evidence that many high-achieving women felt insecurity about their abilities--"an internal experience of intellectual phoniness." Later research found that this phenomenon applied not just to women or to any particular demographic group; "impostor phenomenon," as they labeled it (syndrome was a later refinement), was something anyone could experience. (One exception is age--older people experience it less than younger adults.)

A number of tests have been validated for impostor syndrome. One is the Clance Impostor Phenomenon Scale, which asks respondents whether they agree with such statements as "I'm afraid people important to me may find out that I'm not as capable as they think I am." (You can get an idea of how you score on the scale by using a slimmed-down online survey.) By testing, researchers find that certain personalities tend to experience the syndrome more than others. People high in neuroticism and low in conscientiousness are more afflicted than others. Perhaps not surprisingly, introverts are prone to feeling fake more than extroverts (who tend toward narcissism). Perfectionists typically feel like phonies, because they're so focused on their own perceived errors.

Impostor syndrome tends to manifest among people who work in highly technical fields that require the trust of others. Multiple studies have found a high incidence among young physicians: For a 2021 survey, more than three-quarters of surgical residents reported a significant or severe feeling of being an impostor. I suspect this occurs because doctors think that they must demonstrate a great deal of confidence they don't authentically feel--which is indeed a form of phoniness, albeit a functionally necessary one. You hardly want your surgeon saying, "Hmm, let's see how this goes, then," as you're being wheeled into the operating room. And if you're a parent, remember the way your kid looked at you when they were little--with complete trust. If they only knew, I used to think.

Some scholars have argued that impostor syndrome can theoretically lead to higher performance in tasks, insofar as it provides an emotional motivation to succeed. If you're telling yourself that you're merely a poser, you will be impelled to improve, the theory goes. But just as such denigration would be destructive when applied to a child, such an abusive method, when self-inflicted, can have huge psychic costs, possibly provoking depression and anxiety. Such negative feedback can also lead to cognitive distortion, causing its subjects to discount legitimate compliments and overgeneralize failure. This makes useful learning harder and is associated with impaired job satisfaction and burnout.

Read: When you fear that your writing doesn't measure up to your ambitions

If you experience impostor syndrome, your well-being is almost certainly compromised. Fortunately, several straightforward ways to treat the condition are available.

1. Don't talk to yourself like someone you hate.
 Just as you wouldn't, or shouldn't, tell your spouse or your child that they're an incompetent idiot, you should avoid speaking that way to yourself. Kinder self-talk might sound like the sort of indulgent self-focus that characterizes narcissism, which would indeed hazard phoniness, but in this necessary therapeutic context, it is simply recognizing reality: You are not an incompetent idiot; you are simply a person hoping to learn and improve.

2. Track your progress.
 Whether you're a surgeon or a parent (or both), when engaged in a challenging task, try framing your activity as an opportunity for growth and learning. Keep an account of your personal progress to create an objective record of your momentum toward your goals, as opposed to obsessing over what you haven't yet achieved. So for example, if you've recently started a new job, think each day about the new skills and knowledge you've acquired, rather than worrying about what you still don't know or can't do. Keep a log of these accomplishments and review it regularly.

3. Get some company.
 Building or joining a community of people similarly situated professionally can be very helpful. This provides a peer group with whom you can speak frankly about any insecurities and discover that such doubts are quite common. This turned out to be a benefit of the Lean In movement started by Sheryl Sandberg, the former Meta executive, because the circles of professional women it created were invited to share the experiences that held them back--and impostor syndrome was a very typical example. The business group YPO's Forum program for young chief executives is based on a similar idea, which members find enormously helpful as a venue for unburdening themselves of feelings of isolation and insecurity.

Arthur C. Brooks: The strength you gain by not taking offense

We've looked in depth at people who feel like an impostor but aren't. Despite the temporary misery he confided to his diary, Steinbeck clearly was no fraud: The Grapes of Wrath went on to win the 1940 Pulitzer Prize for fiction and was a major factor in his later being awarded the Nobel Prize. But we should consider a phenomenon closely related to the syndrome: people who disingenuously claim to be impostors, even though they don't think they are, out of false modesty. I'm talking about the humblebraggarts who say such things as "I'm the last person to deserve the personal invitation I just got from the president to visit the White House!"

Nothing is phonier, of course, than this veneer of humility. The humblebrag's ruse is transparent, and makes its perpetrator instantly irritating and unlikable--a bit like, well, a phony.



Want to learn more about leading a life that feels full and meaningful? Join Arthur C. Brooks and The Atlantic's editor in chief, Jeffrey Goldberg, on Monday, August 11, at 2:30 p.m. ET as they discuss Brooks's new book, The Happiness Files: Insights on Work and Life. Learn more about the event here. 
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The Big Story: The Happiness Files

Arthur C. Brooks joins Jeffrey Goldberg for a discussion about Brooks's new book, <em>The Happiness Files: Insights on Work and Life</em>.




Join Atlantic editor in chief Jeffrey Goldberg and contributing writer Arthur C. Brooks for a discussion about Brooks's new book, The Happiness Files: Insights on Work and Life. Based on Brooks's popular "How to Build a Life" column in The Atlantic, The Happiness Files offers practical wisdom to help readers lead a life that feels full and meaningful. Subscribers will enjoy this exclusive virtual conversation and have the opportunity to pre-submit questions for Brooks to answer live during the session. Submit your questions here.

To join their conversation, return to this page on Monday, August 11, at 2:30 p.m. ET. If you're a subscriber, you'll receive an email reminder before the event starts. Or add the event to your calendar here.
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        In the summer of 2018, I found myself enraptured by the television show Pose, a first-of-its-kind drama that featured a cast of Black and brown transgender performers. Much of the press around the series--nearly all of it, actually--highlighted this fact, and I approached the show with some trepidation, expecting it to feature gauzy, conventional storylines in an attempt to attract a mainstream audience. Indeed, amid its gritty sequences of emotional turmoil was a focus on the most conventional tel...
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        The Birth of the Attention Economy
        Jake Lundberg
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The Mystery of the Strong Economy Has Finally Been Solved

<span>Turns out it wasn't actually that strong.</span>

by Roge Karma




The Trump economy doesn't look so hot after all. This morning, the Bureau of Labor Statistics released revised data showing that, over the past three months, the U.S. labor market experienced its worst quarter since 2010, other than during the first year of the coronavirus pandemic. The timing was awkward. Hours earlier, President Donald Trump had announced a huge new slate of tariffs, set to take effect next week. He'd been emboldened by the fact that the economy had remained strong until now despite economists' warnings--a fact that turned out not to be a fact at all.

After Trump announced his first sweeping round of "Liberation Day" tariffs, in April, the country appeared to be on the verge of economic catastrophe. The stock market plunged, the bond market nearly melted down, expectations of future inflation skyrocketed, and experts predicted a recession.

But the crisis never came. Trump walked back or delayed his most extreme threats, and those that he kept didn't seem to inflict much economic damage. Month after month, economists predicted that evidence of the negative impact of tariffs in the economic data was just around the corner. Instead, according to the available numbers, inflation remained stable, job growth remained strong, and the stock market set new records.

The Trump administration took the opportunity to run a victory lap. "Lots of folks predicted that it would end the world; there would be some sort of disastrous outcome," Stephen Miran, the chair of Trump's council of economic advisers, said of Trump's tariffs in an interview with ABC News early last month. "And once again, tariff revenue is pouring in. There's no sign of any economically significant inflation whatsoever, and job creation remains healthy." A July 9 White House press release declared, "President Trump was right (again)," touting strong jobs numbers and mild inflation. "President Trump is overseeing another economic boom," it concluded.

The seemingly strong data spurred soul-searching among journalists and economists. "The Economy Seems Healthy. Were the Warnings About Tariffs Overblown?" read a representative New York Times headline. Commentators scrambled to explain how the experts could have gotten things so wrong. Maybe it was because companies had stocked up on imported goods before the tariffs had come into effect; maybe the economy was simply so strong that it was impervious to Trump's machinations; maybe economists were suffering from "tariff derangement syndrome." Either way, the possibility that Trump had been right, and the economists wrong, had to be taken seriously.

Annie Lowrey: Start budgeting now

The sky's refusal to fall likely influenced the Trump administration's decision to press ahead with more tariffs. In recent months, Trump has imposed 25 percent tariffs on car parts and 50 percent tariffs on copper, steel, and aluminum. He has threatened 200 percent tariffs on pharmaceuticals. Over the past week, Trump announced trade deals under which the European Union, Japan, and South Korea agreed to accept a 15 percent tariff on exports to the United States. Finally, this morning, he announced a sweeping set of new tariffs, a sort of Liberation Day redux, including a 39 percent levy on Switzerland, 25 percent on India, and 20 percent on Vietnam. These are scheduled to take effect on August 7 unless those countries can negotiate a deal.

Then came the new economic data. This morning, the BLS released its monthly jobs report, showing that the economy added just 73,000 new jobs last month--well below the 104,000 that forecasters had expected--and that unemployment rose slightly, to 4.2 percent. More important, the new report showed that jobs numbers for the previous two months had been revised down considerably after the agency received a more complete set of responses from the businesses it surveys monthly. What had been reported as a strong two-month gain of 291,000 jobs was revised down to a paltry 33,000. What had once looked like a massive jobs boom ended up being a historically weak quarter of growth.

Even that might be too rosy a picture. All the net gains of the past three months came from a single sector, health care, without which the labor market would have lost nearly 100,000 jobs. That's concerning because health care is one of the few sectors that is mostly insulated from broader economic conditions: People always need it, even during bad times. (The manufacturing sector, which tariffs are supposed to be boosting, has shed jobs for three straight months.) Moreover, the new numbers followed an inflation report released by the Commerce Department yesterday that found that the Federal Reserve's preferred measure of price growth had picked up in June and remained well above the central bank's 2 percent target. (The prior month's inflation report was also revised upward to show a slight increase in May.) Economic growth and consumer spending also turned out to have fallen considerably compared with the first half of 2024. Taken together, these economic reports are consistent with the stagflationary environment that economists were predicting a few months ago: mediocre growth, a weakening labor market, and rising prices.

The striking thing about these trends is how heavily they diverge from how the economy was projected to perform before Trump took office. As the economist Jason Furman recently pointed out, the actual economic growth rate in the first six months of 2025 was barely more than half what the Bureau of Economic Analysis had projected in November 2024, while core inflation came in at about a third higher than projections.

Roge Karma: Meddling with the Fed could backfire on Trump

The worst might be yet to come. Many companies did in fact stock up on imported goods before the tariffs kicked in; others have been eating the cost of tariffs to avoid raising prices in the hopes that the duties would soon go away. Now that tariffs seem to be here to stay, more and more companies will likely be forced to either raise prices or slash their costs--including labor costs. A return to the 1970s-style combination of rising inflation and unemployment is looking a lot more likely.

The Trump administration has found itself caught between deflecting blame for the weak economic numbers and denying the numbers' validity. In an interview with CNN this morning, Miran admitted that the new jobs report "isn't ideal" but went on to attribute it to various "anomalous factors," including data quirks and reduced immigration. (Someone should ask Miran why immigration is down.) And this afternoon, Trump posted a rant on Truth Social accusing the BLS commissioner of cooking the books to make him look bad. "I have directed my Team to fire this Biden Political Appointee, IMMEDIATELY," he wrote. "She will be replaced with someone much more competent and qualified." He then went on to argue, not for the first time, that Federal Reserve Chair Jerome Powell should be fired for hamstringing the economy with high interest rates. These defenses are, of course, mutually exclusive: If the bad numbers are fake, why should Trump be mad at Powell?

In these confused denials, one detects a shade of desperation on Trump's part. Of course, everything could end up being fine. Maybe economists will be wrong, and the economy will rebound with newfound strength in the second half of the year. But that's looking like a far worse bet than it did just 24 hours ago.
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'We're Trying to Do the Best We Can Before We Die'

The people caring for others in Gaza are hungry too.

by Claire Porter Robbins




George Anton is hungry, but he's become used to the sensation--the urgent, aching feeling in his stomach, the heaviness of his limbs. He hardly has time to acknowledge the discomfort, given all the work he has to do. He is the operations manager for an aid-distribution program operating through the Holy Family Catholic Church in Gaza City, the sole remaining Catholic church in Gaza.

Anton lives at the church in a single room that he shares with his wife and three daughters. Four hundred people are sheltering there, he told me; it was once a sanctuary from the war. Recently, however, the fighting has come to encircle it. An Israeli tank shell struck the church early last month, killing three people there, according to a statement by the patriarchate.

This week, daily pauses in the fighting have calmed the neighborhood somewhat, but not enough for the church to resume aid programs: food hampers, a communal laundry, psychosocial support programs and clinics. Some of these functioned even before the current war. But these days, the church has nothing to distribute. Its food pantry is empty, and supplies have run out. When I reached Anton by phone on Wednesday, he was busy looking for a way to bring more food to the church's pantry.

Anton is one of hundreds of Gazan aid workers--affiliated with religious, international, and local organizations--who are trying to find and distribute supplies to keep others alive. Complicating their work is their own hunger and exhaustion, as well as the paucity of food coming into the territory altogether. An alert on Tuesday from the Integrated Food Security Phase Classification, an organization made up of United Nations agencies and aid groups, noted that the "latest data indicates that famine thresholds have been reached for food consumption in most of the Gaza Strip and for acute malnutrition in Gaza City."

The people sheltering at the church have, in the absence of communal supplies, begun to ration their own small stashes of food items, mostly gathered from the markets when the situation was stable enough for them to venture out. The Gaza Humanitarian Foundation, which has become the official mechanism for dispensing food aid, has very few distribution points, all in areas far from the church. Many Gazans fear visiting these sites: According to the UN, more than 1,000 people have been killed by Israeli forces while seeking assistance from GHF, the UN, and other aid convoys. (GHF has called these numbers "false and exaggerated statistics.")

Read: Food aid in Gaza has become a horror

I spoke with one Palestinian aid worker who did try to get food from GHF. In early June, Youssef Alwikhery, an occupational therapist with Medical Aid for Palestinians, hadn't eaten for close to a week. Several of his brothers, uncles, and cousins had tried to get food from GHF before--30 attempts altogether, he estimated--but only one had succeeded in bringing a box back. So Alwikhery rose one morning at 3 a.m. and made his way to Salah al-Din Street in central Gaza, a main thoroughfare leading to a distribution point that was a little over a mile from his home. He saw thousands of people. Some started running toward the distribution point, and he ran too. "It was like a game, like a death game," he told me. Soon came the sound of shots and explosions. Alwikhery turned back. "It's not help. It's like Russian roulette," he said. "If you want to run, you might die, or you might get injured. You might get a box. This is the formula. This is the point."

Alwikhery now pays exorbitant prices for small amounts of food at the market, and he eats just one meal a day. He lives with his parents and his brothers' families, including 9- and 11-year-old children. They, too, eat only one meal a day, usually around four or five in the evening, and if a family member needs to cook, they burn whatever they can, because the price of fuel is high. One photo Alwikhery sent me shows his occupational-therapy textbook being used as kindling.

I first met Alwikhery in the summer of 2022, at Al-Awda Hospital in the Jabalia refugee camp in the northernmost part of Gaza, when we worked with the same international medical organization. He specialized in helping patients with congenital disabilities carry out their daily activities. Israel ordered the closure of Al-Awda in May, and now Alwikhery works in Medical Aid for Palestinians' emergency clinic in central Gaza. He told me that he finds the state of his pediatric patients disturbing; he described children with cerebral palsy who couldn't move their bodies to do simple exercises because they were so calorically deprived.

My call with Anton was at 9 p.m. on Wednesday, and so far that day, he told me, he had consumed nothing but coffee and tea. He rises early, at 6 a.m. The first thing he does is check to make sure the church's solar panels, water tanks, and piping are still functioning and did not sustain any damage overnight. Then he reads the news, goes to morning prayers, and calls his colleagues in Jerusalem for updates on when food trucks might reach Gaza and how they will be secured.

Around 4 p.m. the day we spoke, his wife and three daughters, ages 9, 11, and 14, had shared one can of tuna with some bread. In recent weeks, his girls have taken to spending much of their time in the family's room, sleeping and reading to conserve their energy. The oldest and youngest used to enjoy soccer and basketball, but now they don't feel safe going out, and anyway, they're too tired. Anton told me he encourages them to pretend they're fasting, as though for Lent.

Photos: Starvation and chaos in Gaza

Sometimes, fellow aid workers or journalists tell Anton about families on the brink, and he gathers any extra supplies he can from the families sheltering in the church to deliver by foot. Recently, a journalist told him about a father of six who used a wheelchair and could not access income or aid. This man had no extended family nearby to share resources. Anton was able to gather only enough food to last the family approximately one week. When conditions were safe enough last Saturday, he delivered the food to the family's tent. The children, two boys and two girls, were "really suffering," he told me. "They're like skeletons, you know."

Families such as that one, where one or more members have a disability, or whose kinship networks are small or nonexistent, are among those hardest hit by starvation, both Anton and Alwikhery told me.

Anton's day would not finish after we spoke. He said he would try to find himself some bread later in the night. He and some other people sheltering at the church would stay up to monitor the hostilities in the neighborhood, tend to anyone needing help or comfort, and assist some of the elderly to use the communal bathrooms in the dark.

"We're trying to do the best we can before we die, you know," he told me. "Because I'm telling you, if this situation will last for a longer time, all of us will die hungry."
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Donald Trump Shoots the Messenger

Classic authoritarian move: When reality doesn't go your way, deny reality.

by Jonathan Chait




Broadly speaking, Donald Trump's authoritarian moves come in two flavors. The first is devious plans that help him amass power (say, turning the Departments of Justice and Defense over to lackeys, or using regulatory threats to bully media owners into favorable coverage). The second is foolish impulses that he follows because they make him feel momentarily better.

Firing Erika McEntarfer, the commissioner of the Bureau of Labor Statistics, as Trump did via a Truth Social post this afternoon, falls into the second category.

McEntarfer's unpardonable sin was to oversee the routine release of BLS jobs data. This morning's report showed that job growth last month fell somewhat short of expectations. The more interesting--and, to Trump, unwelcome--information came in its revisions, which found that previous months had much lower job growth than previous estimates. Economists had been puzzling over the economy's resilience despite Trump's imposition of staggering tariffs. Now that we have the revised data, that resilience appears to have largely been a mirage.

Roge Karma: The mystery of the strong economy has finally been solved

Trump went with the familiar "fake news" defense. McEntarfer, he posted, had ginned up fake numbers to make him look bad. "We need accurate Jobs Numbers," he wrote. "I have directed my Team to fire this Biden Political Appointee, IMMEDIATELY. She will be replaced with someone much more competent and qualified. Important numbers like this must be fair and accurate, they can't be manipulated for political purposes."

The backdrop to Trump's move, and the reason observers are shocked but not surprised, is that the suspicion that jobs numbers are faked to help Democrats has circulated on the right for years. When a strong jobs report came out in October 2012, during Barack Obama's reelection campaign, the former General Electric CEO Jack Welch tweeted, "Unbelievable jobs numbers..these Chicago guys will do anything..can't debate so change numbers."

Welch's tweet was considered somewhat unhinged at the time, but like many paranoid forms of conservative thought, it gradually made its way into the Republican mainstream. Trump himself has spent years insisting that economic numbers were made up, regularly denouncing every positive jobs report during the Obama era as fake. And so, when this morning's report came out, his lizard brain was primed to act: Bureaucrat say Trump economy bad. Trump fire bureaucrat. Now economy good.

One problem with this move, even from the narrow standpoint of Trump's self-interest, is that his complaints with economic statistics don't fit together logically. Revisions of past numbers are a normal part of BLS methodology. Every monthly report is a projection based on limited information, so the Bureau continues to update its findings. Last August, the BLS revised previous months' job numbers downward. This was obviously a bad thing for the Biden administration, but Republicans decided that it was in fact evidence that the BLS had been cooking the books to make the economy look good. (They did not address the apparent puzzle of why it finally came clean, months before the election.) Now that Trump is president, however, downward revisions prove that the BLS is cooking the books to make the economy look bad.

The most prominent exponent of these incoherent theories is, of course, Trump himself. In his post firing the BLS commissioner, Trump cited the downward revisions as evidence that she was faking the numbers to hurt him: "McEntarfer said there were only 73,000 Jobs added (a shock!) but, more importantly, that a major mistake was made by them, 258,000 Jobs downward, in the prior two months."

In another post an hour and a half later, he cited last year's revisions as evidence that she had faked the numbers to make Joe Biden look good: "Today's Jobs Numbers were RIGGED in order to make the Republicans, and ME, look bad -- Just like when they had three great days around the 2024 Presidential Election, and then, those numbers were 'taken away' on November 15, 2024, right after the Election, when the Jobs Numbers were massively revised DOWNWARD, making a correction of over 818,000 Jobs -- A TOTAL SCAM." (The truth, as we've seen, is that the downward revisions under Biden were announced last August, not after the election, but never mind.)

Trump's anger with government statisticians also runs headlong into his feud with Federal Reserve Chair Jerome Powell. Trump has been raging against Powell for being too slow, in Trump's view, to cut interest rates. But cutting interest rates is what the Fed does when the economy is weak. When the economy is growing fast, it keeps rates high to avoid overheating. Trump is thus simultaneously claiming that the economy is stronger than people think and that Powell should act as if it's weaker than people think. He also blames Powell for failing to change policy quickly enough, when, according to Trump himself, the most important data Powell would use to make this decision are unreliable.

Jonathan Chait: What Trump's feud with Jerome Powell is really about

Trump's deeper confusion is his apparent belief that reported job numbers are what matter to him politically. He is obsessed with propaganda and has had phenomenal success manipulating the media and bullying his party into repeating even his most fantastical lies. But, as Biden and Kamala Harris learned the hard way, voters don't judge the economy on the basis of jobs reports. They judge it on the basis of how they and their community are doing. You can't fool the public with fake numbers into thinking the economy is better than it is. All fake numbers can do is make it harder for policy makers to steer the economy.

The president's mad rush to subject the macroeconomic policy makers to the same partisan discipline he has imposed on the power ministries is less a coup than a temper tantrum. He thinks he wants loyalists and hacks running those functions. He might not like what happens when he gets his way.
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The 'Slacker' Teen Who Was More Than Just a Punch Line

As Theo Huxtable, Malcolm-Jamal Warner captured the complexities of struggling to meet expectations.

by Laura Bradley




In the first episode of The Cosby Show, Cliff Huxtable (played by Bill Cosby) walks into his only son's messy room with a mission: getting him to care about improving his straight-D report card. But the teenager proves difficult to rattle.

After his father makes a big show of giving him Monopoly money and then taking it all away bill by bill for hypothetical expenses, Theo (Malcolm-Jamal Warner) holds firm in his assertion that he doesn't need to emulate his parents in order to be happy. "If you weren't a doctor," he tells his father, "I wouldn't love you less, because you're my dad." Can't the same be true in reverse? For a moment, it seems as if Theo has gotten through. But instead, Cliff goes off, scolding his son for being "afraid to try, because you're afraid that your brain is going to explode, and it's gonna ooze out of your ears."

The genius of the scene is that both characters are right. Theo is afraid to try, but he also recognizes one of his father's limitations: Cliff has a very specific idea of what success looks like, which can burden his children as they try to live up to it. It's a testament to Warner's skill as a performer that even when Theo isn't winning an argument with his dad, he evinces a complex vulnerability.

Warner, who died last week, at the age of 54, struck a delicate balance while playing Theo: He's hubristic but not smug, clueless but not buffoonish. Nailing these nuances was key. Although today Cosby's name is inextricable from his tarnished legacy, The Cosby Show was nonetheless groundbreaking in its portrayal of a well-educated, middle-class Black family--and Theo's story bookends the series, starting with the Monopoly lesson and ending with his graduation from college. Cliff uses tough love to teach his son that hard work is instrumental to prospering in life. But Warner played Theo as the house jester, balancing the dramatic tension of his character's uncertain future with his impeccable ability to deliver a one-liner. Ultimately, Theo's development does not amount to simple "success" or "failure." His arc comes into focus when he finds his sense of purpose--in part by challenging his parents' judgments and assumptions.

As a high-school freshman at the start of the series, Theo isn't much for studying. Instead, he hopes to skate by on charisma alone--which rarely works--and aspires to land a variety of improbable dream jobs, such as tennis pro, pilot, and model. Theo's apathy serves as a counterpoint to Cliff's moralizing about the importance of education and family values to one's social mobility, which echoed Cosby's own. In retrospect, Cliff's fears about his son's future foreshadowed the comedian's public excoriations of Black youth, which drew national attention in the early 2000s--mainly, his charge that they were "going nowhere." The harshness that sometimes emerges in Cliff's approach to parenting lands with a more punitive thud in that context. And with Theo, we eventually see that the slacker persona his father has projected onto him is not the full picture.

Read: How Bill Cosby's 'pound cake' speech helped lead to his downfall

Theo's apparent lack of motivation occasionally drives his father to theatrical extremes. In one episode, Cliff enlists the entire family to simulate the "real world" for his son; the exercise walks Theo through getting a job, renting an apartment, and surviving life's unpleasant realities for a day. Like the earlier Monopoly gambit, it doesn't really work. When his mother, Clair (Phylicia Rashad), suggests afterward that he's learned an important lesson, Theo clarifies for her. "I learned that when I go into the real world," he says, "I don't want to do business with anyone in my family."

The episode's punch line reflects a common parent-child dynamic: Rather than attempting to find common ground, both sides put up a wall--in the Huxtables' case, through humor. The Cosby Show indulges in this again and again, as Theo's parents invent dramatic ways to school their son; they even go so far as to stage a mock trial to catch Theo in a lie. Their son, meanwhile, typically shrugs it all off with a joke. The show's early years often played the chasm between Theo's overconfidence and the outcomes of his actions for laughs too. For example, take a scene in which he tries to impress his older sister Denise's (Lisa Bonet) study buddy: Theo adopts a baritone voice, and then Denise manhandles him out the door.

As with many adolescent boys, Theo's bravado is a mask for his still-developing identity. The relatability of his "fake it 'til you make it" attitude renders him endearing, even when he's the butt of a joke. Still, Theo's self-mythology suggests a latent sadness, perhaps stemming from a suspicion that he might live out his adult life as a regular person, rather than the educated professional his parents expect him to become.

But for as often as the show points out the teen's foibles, Warner never lets viewers dismiss Theo outright. For a while, he animates his character's puppyish demeanor with perfectly timed voice cracks and awkward body language. Yet the actor slowly recalibrates as both he and Theo age, shifting the fumbling swagger toward a more mature kind of self-assurance. Some of the show's most rewarding scenes arrive when Theo, as an older teen, earns his father's respect by showing up as his full self. On two separate occasions, Theo and his best friend, who goes by the nickname "Cockroach" (Carl Anthony Payne II), write a rap for a class assignment. Both iterations include catchy lyrics that demonstrate an understanding of the material; teens like Theo and Cockroach can do great work, the show suggests, when they have room to be creative.

It feels fitting, then, that Theo's emotional turning point comes from a diagnosis that upends his parents' skepticism about him. After he enrolls in college, Theo learns that he's dyslexic, which reframes his academic challenges, flighty aspirations, and self-doubts. (Charting a clear path forward is hard when you believe that you aren't smart enough to advance.) The revelation frees Theo from the "failure" narrative that the adults in his life have pinned on him; he begins performing better academically as a result. More important, he invests his downtime in a meaningful, altruistic pursuit.

Read: Not enough has changed since Sanford and Son

As a volunteer at the local community center, Theo lights up while mentoring tweens who have struggles similar to his own, and not just because he's good at it. Working with a younger generation gives Theo a platform to draw upon his life experiences and learn as he goes, affirming his newfound sense of accomplishment. When one of his advisers tells him he's doing well but isn't "there" yet, Theo agrees--a moment Warner underscores by smiling to himself as he murmurs, "But I'm growing." The pleasure Warner brings to the exchange reflects just how much his character has transformed from an aimless teen afraid to fail into an adult who recognizes that trial and error are part of life.

The Cosby Show closes with the whole family gathering. Although Cliff reflects on the long, hard road his son faced to get here, Theo's real triumph is different, and more significant. He's no longer feigning confidence or struggling to understand why the things that come easily to others are so difficult for him. He won't become a doctor or a lawyer. After years of effort, he's defined what personal success means to him. A sense of direction is what his parents have wanted for him all along. And now he's found it for himself.
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Not With a Bang, but With a Truth Social Post

The president is rattling a nuclear saber as a distraction.

by Tom Nichols




Donald Trump, beset by a week of bad news, has decided to rattle the most dangerous saber of all. In a post today on his Truth Social site, the president claimed that in response to recent remarks by former Russian President Dmitri Medvedev, he has "ordered two Nuclear Submarines to be positioned in the appropriate regions." (All American submarines are nuclear-powered; Trump may mean submarines armed with ballistic nuclear weapons.) "Words are very important," Trump added, "and can often lead to unintended consequences, I hope this will not be one of those instances."

And then, of course: "Thank you for your attention to this matter!"

Trump's words may mean nothing. The submarines that carry America's sea-based nuclear deterrent routinely move around the world's oceans. Each carries up to 20 nuclear warheads, on missiles with a range of more than 4,000 miles, and so almost anywhere can be an "appropriate region." And Trump may not even have issued such orders; normally, the Pentagon and the White House do not discuss the movements of America's ballistic-missile submarines.

Medvedev is a man with little actual power in Russia, but he has become Russia's top internet troll, regularly threatening America and its allies. No one takes him seriously, even in his own country. He and Trump have been trading public insults on social media for months, with Trump telling Medvedev to "watch his words" and Medvedev--nicknamed "Little Dima" in Russia due to his diminutive stature--warning Trump to remember Russia's "Dead Hand," a supposed doomsday system that could launch all of Russia's nuclear weapons even if Moscow were destroyed and the Kremlin leadership killed.

The problem is not that Trump is going to spark a nuclear crisis with a post about two submarines--at least not this time. The much more worrisome issue is that the president of the United States thinks it is acceptable to use ballistic-missile submarines like toys, objects to be waved around when he wants to distract the public or deflect from bad news, or merely because some Russian official has annoyed him.

Unfortunately, Trump has never understood "nuclear," as he calls it. In a 2015 Republican primary debate, Trump said: "We have to be extremely vigilant and extremely careful when it comes to nuclear. Nuclear changes the whole ball game." When the moderator Hugh Hewitt pressed Trump and asked which part of the U.S. triad (land-based missiles, bombers, and submarines) would be his priority, Trump answered: "For me, nuclear, the power, the devastation, is very important to me."

That power and devastation, however, is apparently not enough to stop the president from making irresponsible statements in response to a Kremlin troll. One would hope that after nearly five years in office--which must have included multiple briefings on nuclear weapons and how to order their use--Trump might be a bit more hesitant to throw such threats around. But he appears to have no sense of the past or the future; he lives in the now, and winning the moment is always the most important thing.
 
 Trump's nuclear threats are reckless. (I would call them "silly," but that is too small a word when the commander in chief even alludes to nuclear arms.) But such threats serve two purposes.

First, they help Trump maintain the fiction that he wants to be tough on Russia, that he is willing to impose consequences on Moscow for its behavior, and that he's not about to take any guff from anyone in the Kremlin. He takes plenty of guff, of course, from Russian President Vladimir Putin, whom he seems to genuinely fear. Trump has never aimed such invective at Putin, and using Medvedev as a surrogate helps Trump thump his chest without any danger of getting into a real fight with someone who scares him.

More important, Trump knows that a foreign-policy crisis, and anything involving nuclear weapons, is an instant distraction from other news. The media will always zero in on such moments, because it is, in fact, news when the most powerful man on Earth starts talking about nuclear weapons. (And here I am, writing about it as well.) Trump has had a terrible week: He's dug a deeper hole for himself on the Jeffrey Epstein issue, the economy is headed in the wrong direction, and his approval rating is cratering. Using the implied threat of nuclear war to pick a fight with one of Red Square's most juvenile and odious figures is a convenient distraction.



Nuclear-missile submarines are not toys. No one understood this better than Trump's predecessors, the 11 presidents who have been the only other people in American history with the authority to order the use of nuclear weapons. They treated any declarations about nuclear weapons with utter gravity and sobriety. They avoided even mentioning such things unless they were articulating a carefully planned policy and communicating it to allies and enemies alike. They did not engage in petty spats with nuclear-armed foreign powers. And they considered using nuclear signals only when faced with crises that involved America's vital interests.

Trump, however, has now discarded all of these red lines. He has initiated a new era in which the chief executive can use threats regarding the most powerful weapons on Earth to salve his ego and improve his political fortunes. Once upon a time, America was governed by serious people. No longer.

For now, America's nuclear-armed opponents seem to have priced in a certain amount of drama and foolishness when it comes to Donald Trump, and his most recent social-media bloviation will likely amount to nothing. But if such outbursts are ever taken seriously by our adversaries, the president--and America--may one day regret it.
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This Is the News From TikTok

When young adults use the social-media outlet to keep up with current events, what kind of information are they getting?

by Amogh Dimri




When he learned one night this summer that the United States had bombed Iran, the content creator Aaron Parnas responded right away, showing what's bad and what's good about using TikTok for news. Shortly after 7:46 p.m. ET on June 21, he saw Donald Trump's Truth Social post announcing the air strikes. At 7:52, according to a time stamp, Parnas uploaded to TikTok a minute-long video in which he looked into the camera; read out the president's post, which identified the suspected nuclear sites that the U.S. had targeted; and added a note of skepticism about whether Iran would heed Trump's call for peace. As traditional media outlets revealed more details that night, Parnas summarized their findings in nine more reports, some of which he recorded from a car.

Parnas wasn't adding elaborate detail or original reporting. What he had to offer was speed--plus a deep understanding of how to reach people on TikTok, which may not seem an obvious or trustworthy source of news: The platform is owned by a Chinese company, ByteDance, which lawmakers in Washington, D.C., fear could be manipulated to promote Beijing's interests. TikTok's algorithm offers each user a personalized feed of short, grabby videos--an arrangement that seems unlikely to serve up holistic coverage of current events.

Even so, according to a Pew Research Center poll from last fall, 17 percent of adults--and 39 percent of adults under 30--regularly get informed about current affairs on the app. Fewer than 1 percent of all TikTok accounts followed by Americans are traditional media outlets. Instead, users are relying not only on "newsfluencers" such as Parnas but also on skits reenacting the latest Supreme Court ruling, hype videos for political agendas, and other news-adjacent clips that are hard to describe to people who don't use TikTok.

Last summer, after the first assassination attempt on Trump, one viral video fused clips of the bloody-eared Republican raising his fist with snippets of Joe Biden's well wishes. Simultaneously, Chappell Roan's ballad for the lovestruck, "Casual," played, hinting at a bromance. On my For You page in June, as U.S.-Iran tensions flared, I saw a string of videos known as "edits"--minute-long music montages--on the general topic. One spliced together footage of zooming F-16s, Captain America intimidating his enemies in an elevator, and bald eagles staring ominously while AC/DC's "Thunderstruck" blared. Skeptics might wonder: When people say they get their news from TikTok, what exactly are they learning?

Read: The internet is TikTok now

Frequent consumers of current-affairs content on TikTok insist that they can decipher what's going on in the world--that, even if they have to extrapolate facts from memes, the brevity and entertainment value compensate for a lack of factual detail. "A lot of things are in simpler terms on TikTok," Miles Maltbia, a 22-year-old cybersecurity analyst from Chicago, told me. "That, and convenience, makes it the perfect place to get all my news from." And as more and more users turn to TikTok for news, creators such as Parnas are finding ways to game the algorithm.

Parnas, who is 26, is a lawyer by trade. He told me that he monitors every court case he deems significant with a legal tracker. He was immersed in politics at an early age. (His father, Lev Parnas, gained brief notoriety as an associate of Rudy Giuliani during Trump's first term. "I love my dad," Aaron Parnas has said. "And I'm not my dad.") C-SPAN is on "all day every day." And he's enabled X and Truth Social notifications for posts from every member of Congress and major world leader. When he decides that his phone's alerts are newsworthy, he hits the record button. His rapid-reaction formula for news has made him a one-man media giant: He currently has 4.2 million followers on TikTok. He told me that his videos on the platform have reached more than 100 million American users in the past six months. His Substack newsletter also has the most subscriptions of any in the "news" category, and he recently interviewed Senator Cory Booker, French Foreign Minister Jean-Noel Barrot, and this magazine's editor in chief.

Still, Parnas's TikTok model relies heavily on reporting by other outlets. And Parnas's 24/7 information blitz may be jarring for those whose media-consumption habits are not already calibrated for TikTok. There's no "Good evening" or "Welcome." But he's reaching an audience who other media don't: Many of his viewers, he thinks, are "young people who don't watch the news and never have and never will." He added, "They just don't have the attention span to."

Ashley Acosta, a rising senior at the University of Pennsylvania, told me she liked the fact that Parnas is his own boss, outside the corporate media world. She contrasted him with outlets such as ABC, which recently fired the correspondent Terry Moran for an X post that called Trump a "world-class hater." Nick Parigi, a 24-year-old graduate of the University of Texas at Austin, also sees Parnas as a valuable news source. "You're getting less propagandized," he told me. "It's not pushing an agenda." Last year, Parnas explicitly supported Kamala Harris's presidential candidacy, but he prides himself on delivering basic information in a straightforward manner. "I wish we would just go back to the fact-based, Walter Cronkite-style of reporting," he told me. "So that's what I do." For Parnas to sound like the CBS News legend, you'd have to watch his TikToks at half speed.

If Parnas is a genre-defining anchor, Jack Mac is the equivalent of a shock jock. A creator with 1.1 million followers, he uses the term "journalisming" to describe his work, which amounts to commenting on stories he finds interesting or amusing--such as a "patriot" New York firefighter being suspended for letting young women ride in his firetruck.

"Do I think TikTok is the best source for news? No," Olivia Stringfield, a 25-year-old from South Carolina who works in marketing, told me. But she's a fan of Mac because he offers "a more glamorous way to get the news"--and a quick, convenient way. "I don't have time to sit down and read the paper like my parents did," Stringfield said.

Robert Kozinets, a professor at the University of Southern California who has studied Gen Z's media consumption on TikTok, told me that users rarely seek out news. It finds them. "The default position is: Algorithm, let the information flow over me," he said. "Load me up. I'll interrupt it when I see something interesting." On a platform where little content is searched, creators dress up the news to make it algorithm friendly.

The Washington Post is one established media brand that has leaned into the growing format of TikTok news skits. In one video about the Supreme Court, a Post staffer wearing a college-graduation robe wields a toolbox mallet as a gavel to channel Chief Justice John Roberts, and when she mimics him, her background turns into red curtains. "South Carolina can cut off Medicaid funding for Planned Parenthood," she says. Dave Jorgenson, who launched the Post's TikTok channel in 2019, announced recently that he's leaving to set up his own online-video company--a testament to the demand for this new style of content.

From the January 2025 issue: The 'mainstream media' has already lost

The Post's embrace of TikTok has been unusual for an outlet of the newspaper's stature. The prevalence of vibes-based content on the video platform raises obvious questions about truth and accuracy. Many users I spoke with trusted crowdsourced fact-checking to combat misinformation, via the comments section. I asked Maltbia, the analyst from Chicago, how he knows which comments to trust. "I'll usually look at the ones that are the most liked," he said. "But if it still sounds a little shady to me, then I'll probably Google it."

Parnas defended the integrity of TikTok news. "There's no more misinformation on TikTok than there is on Twitter, than there is on Fox News, than sometimes there is on CNN," he told me. That claim is impossible to verify: TikTok's factual accuracy is under-researched. One assessment by the media watchdog NewsGuard found that 20 percent of TikTok's news search results contained misinformation--but no user I spoke with bothers with the app's search function.

Whether TikTok will continue to gain popularity as a news outlet isn't yet clear. Citing fears of hostile foreign control over a major communications platform, Congress overwhelmingly passed legislation aimed at forcing TikTok's Chinese owners to sell. But Trump has now delayed implementation of the law three times since he took office.

In the meantime, users of the platform keep stretching the definition of news. On TikTok, "news is anything that's new," Kozinets, the USC professor, told me. Entrepreneurial creators who care about current events will keep testing delivery formats to gain more eyeballs on the platform. And even if TikTok is sold or shuts down, similar apps are sure to fill any vacuum. The challenge of packaging news for distribution by a black-box algorithm seems here to stay.
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Marc Maron Has Some Thoughts About That

The comedian's style is still confrontational and opinionated--but now his subjects are different.

by Vikram Murthi




Back in the 1990s, when Marc Maron began appearing on Late Night With Conan O'Brien as a panel guest, the comedian would often alienate the crowd. Like most of America at the time, O'Brien's audience was unfamiliar with Maron's confrontational brand of comedy and his assertive, opinionated energy. (In 1995, the same year he taped an episode of the HBO Comedy Half-Hour stand-up series, Maron was described as "so candid that a lot of people on the business side of comedy think he's a jerk" in a New York magazine profile of the alt-comedy scene.) But through sheer will, he would eventually win them back. "You always did this thing where you would dig yourself into a hole and then come out of it and shoot out of it like this geyser," O'Brien recently told Maron. "It was a roller-coaster ride in the classic sense."

Maron, though, was rarely attempting to sour the room. "I went out there wanting that first joke to work every time! It just did not," he told O'Brien. Even when he eventually achieved some mainstream success through his long-running podcast, WTF With Marc Maron, Maron's comedy remained an acquired taste, equal parts cantankerous and ruminative. Still, he reached that success by maintaining his creative voice, not by compromising it. It's an approach partially born out of necessity, he acknowledges in Panicked, his new HBO Max special: "I don't know if all I'm doing is mining for gold in a river of panic."

Panicked is the third special from Maron this decade, following 2020's End Times Fun and 2023's From Bleak to Dark. In this loose trilogy, the comedian contends with catastrophic current events--climate emergencies, COVID, the gradual rise of authoritarianism--while addressing difficulties in his personal life. These specials feature Maron at his most controlled: He delivers long-form cinematic narratives while dipping into character work (affecting voices, embodying personas) and experimenting with physical comedy.

One recurring subject in Panicked is, for lack of a better term, all varieties of shittiness: Maron talks about his cat Charlie's diarrhea troubles and the discovery of rat feces in his crawl space, which eventually prompts an existential spiral about why his home has seemingly become a rest-stop bathroom for the neighborhood rodents. The theme--this feeling of being surrounded by the muck--extends beyond the purely domestic. As he sees it, America has declined under fascistic leadership; democracy itself has nose-dived in part because of comedians who are overly obsessed with censorship; Maron's father's mind is slowly decaying because of his dementia. In one digression, Maron muses about various possibilities for his own corpse once he dies: a cemetery burial where no one will visit him; a cremation where his ashes will be possibly mixed into his cat's food; an environmentally friendly burial in a forest that will one day be developed into housing.

Some of these seem like terrible options for the afterlife, frankly--and while this riffing is funny, it's also unavoidably dark. "I don't think that I ever got into this to be entertaining," Maron tells his audience. It's an instructive, revealing sentiment he's conveyed many times before, especially on WTF, which he recently announced will end this fall. Even when Maron was a younger, more aggressive comic, his jokes were always a vehicle for recursive self-reflection. He held people's attention by exposing his psyche and excavating humor from the act of emotional vulnerability.

At the same time, Maron's work has never been about personal confession for its own sake. Consider a lengthy bit from Panicked during which he recalls sexual trauma he may have experienced as a child. When Maron and his brother were younger, he explains, they had an older male babysitter who asked them to sexually service him. Maron isn't certain whether he complied (though he admits that it's distinctly possible), but he proceeds to itemize other childhood traumas, such as being shamed for his weight by his mother, that he considers "much worse than blowing the babysitter."

Read: Comedy's most erudite buffoon

Maron begins the bit by insisting that he's processed the experience; the story isn't meant to solicit pity or serve as the basis for a TED Talk-like speech about how to overcome hardship. Instead, it's a springboard to explore how people in his orbit worked through the abuse that they've inflicted on others. He digs into what he describes as his mother's neglectful parenting; he reimagines his old babysitter as a current-day "anti-woke" comedian who brags about his sadistic exploits. Anguish is redirected into forceful speculation, all without sacrificing the laughs.

Since WTF premiered in 2009, Maron's temperament has certainly softened. But his perspective, and the way he manages his emotions, have remained remarkably consistent from the jump. Consider the gap in personal circumstance between Panicked and 2009's Final Engagement, his third comedy album and some of the most bitter stand-up I've ever heard. Though Final Engagement was recorded at a personal low and Panicked arguably at a professional peak, he's recognizably the same person in both works. His subjects and their contexts may change, but Maron's style--his cheeky and dyspeptic delivery, his wound-up body language, the way he can use a stool as rhetorical punctuation--has been constant, a sign not of stagnation but of truth.

While it's possible to divide Maron's career into phases--not famous and then sort-of famous, grumpy and less grumpy--it's better to view his body of work as a continuum. In End Times Fun, he directed outrage toward the normalization of California's worsening wildfire seasons; by Panicked, the normalization has set in, and he tells a story about needlessly evacuating his home during the fires that swept through Southern California earlier this year. Similarly, the rage he expressed in his following album, 2006's Tickets Still Available, about George W. Bush using the potential capture of Osama bin Laden as an electoral strategy, is not dissimilar from his incredulous anger in Panicked regarding voters eager to say retarded without reprisal.

If Maron's perspective has changed, it's in relation to evolving cultural norms. In Panicked, Maron describes his phone as his "primary emotional partner" with sarcastic resignation, a stance that amasses some historical weight given that, in 2002, he closed his first album by mocking the frenzied dread of a person who had forgotten their cellphone. He's also surrendered some ground on his long-standing discomfort with psychiatric medication now that he takes an anti-anxiety pill. ("Just to report in, it's not working," he deadpans.) But personal growth is neither a straight line nor a total transformation; sometimes it happens by remaining present and real in a world that offers little solid footing. The pleasure of Maron's stand-up is witnessing him use his voice to continually revise thoughts amidst shifting winds--not a conventional sort of entertainment, but a style that still counts for something.
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Trump Gets Rid of Those Pesky Statistics

The numbers were simply not patriotic enough.

by Alexandra Petri




For decades, Donald Trump has been at war with numbers. Some have capitulated more swiftly than others. His weight, his golf scores, and his net worth have long fallen in line. As I understand it, a Trump doctor appointment consists of going to a medical professional and announcing how much you would like to weigh and what your resting heart rate ought to be, and the wise doctor's patriotic, good equipment cooperates to measure you correctly. (I have tried this myself without success. My scale is not a true patriot.) Mean, wicked scales that display unflattering numbers, and foolish, incompetent golf balls that do not traverse the correct distance, are promptly discarded and replaced with their more loyal counterparts.

This is how value works! As Trump testified once in court, "My net worth fluctuates, and it goes up and down with the markets and with attitudes and with feelings, even my own feelings ... Yes, even my own feelings, as to where the world is, where the world is going, and that can change rapidly from day to day."

Some data, such as the number of votes he received at the polls in 2020, initially refused to budge. But with a little bit of threatening from some extra-patriotic patriots, the election turned out to have been a Trump blowout. Just ask any elected Republican; they'll tell you! Now these politicians are working on gerrymandering the country so that it will understand that Republicans are in the majority everywhere--which poll results would already be saying if they were more patriotic.

And now, at last, Donald Trump has fired the head of the Bureau of Labor Statistics. Once these disloyal statisticians are out of the way, the data will finally start to cooperate. The only possible reason the economy could be doing anything other than booming is Joe Biden-legacy manipulation. The economy is not frightened and exhausted by a man who pursues his tariffs with the wild-eyed avidity of Captain Ahab and seems genuinely unable to grasp the meaning of a trade deficit. No, the numbers are simply not patriotic enough. We must make an example of them! When they are frightened enough, I am sure they will show growth.

Fumbling around in a fog of vibes and misinformation and things you saw on Fox News is good enough for the president; why should the rest of us ask for anything better? Soon, no one will know what is happening--what the problem is, or what remedies to apply. What sectors are booming and which are contracting, whether interest rates should be higher or lower, whether it's hotter or colder than last year, whether mortality has gone up or gone down. It will be vibes all the way down. Soon we will all be bumping around helplessly in the dark.

That's a good thing. We can all breathe easier and know that the economy is doing just what the president wants it to do. Try feeling like eggs are cheaper! Try feeling like you have a job. Try feeling like you can buy the amount of goods and services with your dollar that you desire. Close your eyes and try a little harder. Then you'll feel the prosperity. Trickling down, so warmly, from Trump on high. And the invisible hand, lifting you up.

Finally, the numbers will be vanquished. Finally, we will be free.
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A MAGA Attorney Hired Epstein's Lawyer for His 'Valuable' Experience

A firm that represents Pete Hegseth and once represented Donald Trump now employs a co-executor of the disgraced financier's estate.

by Shane Harris




In the summer of 2022, Donald Trump badly needed criminal-defense lawyers. Tim Parlatore, who was already working for the former president on an unrelated civil matter, joined the team defending Trump after an FBI search found classified government documents stored at his Florida estate. Parlatore had represented prominent Trump allies in their interactions with the congressional committee investigating the January 6 attacks; that was helpful, because Trump also faced charges stemming from the riot. Parlatore was a star lawyer in Trump world, so it's more than a little surprising that, in the fall of that year, he hired a close associate of one of the most notorious villains in the extended MAGA universe: Jeffrey Epstein.

Before he joined the Parlatore Law Group, Darren Indyke was Epstein's personal attorney for nearly a quarter century and reportedly among his closest associates and advisers. Parlatore's decision to hire Indyke appears to have escaped public notice. But Indyke, by his own account, has been working for the firm since October 2022.

Indyke is also a co-executor of Epstein's estate, which has made settlement payments to more than 100 alleged victims of the deceased multimillionaire's sex trafficking. Two women have sued Indyke, along with Epstein's former accountant, claiming that they helped administer a network of dozens of bank accounts, corporate entities, and money transfers that enabled Epstein's crimes. In court filings, Indyke has categorically denied any involvement in or knowledge of Epstein's alleged crimes.

I called Parlatore earlier this week after I noticed Indyke's photo and bio on the law firm's website. "He has skills doing a bunch of stuff that I don't know how to do, as far as corporate work," Parlatore told me during a brief conversation. He added that Indyke's "experience on the legal side of the Epstein business was valuable." For instance, Indyke knows how to structure financial arrangements and purchase aircraft, Parlatore said. "I hired him because of that."

Read: Inside the White House's Epstein strategy

Those kinds of financial skills are what the two women who sued Indyke allege were at the heart of Epstein's criminal enterprise. In his bio, Indyke touts his experience "as general counsel to family offices, serial entrepreneurs, investors, and other ultra-high-net-worth clientele." He doesn't mention Epstein. Among his other capabilities: "Complex business and commercial transactions," as well as "aviation, marine, and other exotic asset purchases, sales, and operation."

Indyke "came to me because he was looking for a job," Parlatore told me. He said he was aware of the allegations in the ongoing civil lawsuit, which was filed in 2024, after Indyke had joined the firm. But he said that Indyke had assured him that "the FBI looked into it, and they didn't find anything."

Indyke has not been charged with a crime. He did not respond to an email or a text message I sent, or to a voicemail I left at the number listed for him at the firm.

When he hired Indyke, Parlatore told me, "the Epstein stuff, as far as I was concerned, was irrelevant to me."

The Epstein stuff is highly relevant, however, and of the utmost political salience to Trump's base. For many Trump voters, the Epstein story captures how rich and powerful people can use their influence and connections to cover up one another's dark deeds. It's the kind of corrupt back-scratching that Trump has long pledged to stamp out. For weeks now, Trump has been at pains to distance himself from Epstein, once a close friend. Parlatore's work with Indyke seems unlikely to help that effort, particularly because Parlatore is now working closely with a key member of Trump's Cabinet, Secretary of Defense Pete Hegseth.

To describe Parlatore simply as what he is--Hegseth's personal lawyer and a Pentagon adviser--would overlook the symbiotic relationship that allowed both of them to rise inside Trump's circle.

Parlatore began representing U.S. troops accused of grave misconduct when Hegseth was catching Trump's attention as a Fox News host, during the president's first term. Hegseth made defending troops a personal on-air cause, arguing the military court system unfairly prosecuted "warriors" who had made tough decisions in the heat of battle.

Parlatore represented Navy Chief Eddie Gallagher, who was charged with premeditated murder following the death of a 17-year-old suspected Islamic State fighter in Iraq in 2017. Two years later, a court acquitted Gallagher on all charges except for taking a photograph with the corpse, and the Navy demoted him. Trump then pardoned Gallagher and reinstated his rank.

Parlatore had also become Hegseth's personal attorney. In 2024, after Trump nominated Hegseth as defense secretary, Parlatore threatened legal action against a woman who had filed a police report seven years earlier saying that Hegseth had assaulted her in a hotel. Parlatore told CNN that Hegseth's accuser was free to speak publicly, because a confidentiality agreement covering her and the nominee was no longer in effect. But he said he would consider suing her for civil extortion and defamation if she made what Parlatore described as false claims that might jeopardize Hegseth's chances of Senate confirmation.

Parlatore aggressively criticized reporters who questioned Hegseth's qualifications to run the Defense Department, and he helped his client prepare for a contentious nomination hearing. Hegseth squeaked through, after Vice President J. D. Vance cast the tie-breaking vote to confirm him.

Parlatore has been by Hegseth's side since he entered the Pentagon in January. A former naval surface-warfare officer, Parlatore rejoined the service as a reserve commander in the JAG Corps. Hegseth swore him back into uniform.

Read: When Pete Hegseth's Pentagon tenure started going sideways

Even as Hegseth has fired or dismissed a number of advisers, Parlatore has survived, and many officials in the Pentagon see him as the key intermediary to reach Hegseth. When journalists call the Pentagon with questions, they're often directed to Parlatore.

Parlatore has also backed up Hegseth's policy agenda, supporting the removal of hundreds of books flagged for DEI-related content from the library of the U.S. Naval Academy, from which Parlatore graduated.

Before Trump's reelection, Parlatore was a central member of the legal team representing the former president in the classified-documents case and even testified before the grand jury investigating the matter. He oversaw searches for additional classified documents at Trump properties.

Parlatore left Trump's legal team in May 2023, shortly before the former president was charged in the documents case, amid disputes with another attorney who Parlatore thought was hindering Trump's defense.

According to Indyke's LinkedIn profile, he is "of counsel" at the Parlatore Law Group, which usually describes a lawyer who is not a partner, but also not a junior employee. Some lawyers who are of counsel work on special projects or with particular clients.

Parlatore told me that Indyke's work on the Epstein estate has kept him so busy that he didn't have time for much else. Indyke also represents a few individual clients, Parlatore said, without naming them.

Meanwhile, Parlatore has been dabbling in conspiracy theories about the death of his colleague's former boss. On the Shawn Ryan Show podcast in May of last year, the host asked Parlatore why cases like Epstein's "are just being whisked away into nothing."

The obvious reason Epstein's federal prosecution for sex trafficking did not move forward in 2019 was that he hanged himself in his Manhattan jail cell. But Parlatore sensed darker forces at play.

"There's always pressure being brought when certain cases could reveal embarrassing things about people in power," he said. He speculated that Epstein had never stood trial "because he was permitted to kill himself." By whom, he didn't say.

Earlier this week, Parlatore posted a monologue on social media dismissing the idea that Epstein kept a "client list," the white whale of the saga that would supposedly identify powerful men for whom Epstein procured young women and girls. Parlatore suggested that Epstein didn't create such a list, but that the Justice Department lawyers who prosecuted him may have done so.

Government lawyers, he argued, "only really pursued the theory that Epstein trafficked girls for himself. They didn't bother looking for who else was involved."

Left unsaid was that some of Epstein's victims have gone looking for others involved in enabling Epstein's misconduct, and they claim that one trail leads to Indyke.

Last year, Epstein's estate, which Indyke administers with Epstein's former accountant, received a nearly $112 million tax refund from the IRS. "With most large claims against the estate having been settled, that newfound cash isn't likely to make its way to victims of the disgraced financier," The New York Times reported in January. But some of the assets could go to Indyke, as well as other beneficiaries that Epstein named before he died.

I asked Parlatore if he was aware that his associate stood to reap a financial windfall. That was news to him, he said, then added that if Indyke does come into a large amount of money, perhaps he'll quit the law firm.

Nancy A. Youssef contributed reporting.
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The Powerful Consistency of Mail Delivery

How mail carriers manage to do a job that keeps the country running

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.


After losing his corporate marketing job during the pandemic, Stephen Starring Grant decided to move back home and become a rural mail-carrier associate in Blacksburg, Virginia. His recently published memoir unravels what he learned about Appalachian identity and blue-collar experiences, but also about the power of showing up, every single day. "In Grant's telling, postal workers bring order and predictability to a country that can feel like it's unraveling, especially during crises that starkly illustrate how reliant we are on the federal bureaucracy," Tyler Austin Harper writes in a review of the memoir.

Today's newsletter looks at how mail carriers do their jobs--even in the most remote parts of the country--and why their work matters.

On Mail Delivery

Memoir of a Mailman

By Tyler Austin Harper

A new book describes the challenges and joys of life as a letter carrier.

Read the article.

How the Most Remote Community in America Gets Its Mail

By Sarah Yager

Transporting letters and packages to the village of Supai requires a feat of logistics, horsemanship, and carefully placed hooves.

Read the article.

The Quiet Heroism of Mail Delivery

By Mara Wilson

After a natural disaster, courier services such as USPS and UPS help communities return to a sense of normalcy. (From 2019)

Read the article.



Still Curious?

	When you give a tree an email address: The city of Melbourne assigned trees email addresses so citizens could report problems such as dangerous branches. Instead, people wrote thousands of love letters to their favorite trees, Adrienne LaFrance wrote in 2015.
 	The endangered art of letter writing: In 1981, Belinda struck up a conversation with a stranger on a ferry. Nearly 40 years later, she and that stranger, Julie, still write each other physical letters multiple times a year.




Other Diversions

	An action movie that's a total joke
 	How to know you're not a phony
 	Eight books for dabblers




P.S.


Courtesy of Jane Stahl



I recently asked readers to share a photo of something that sparks their sense of awe in the world. "On a rare sunny day during this season's rainy May and June, I picked up a red rose that had been dropped on the sidewalk," Jane Stahl, 78, from Boyertown, Pennsylvania, writes. "I enjoyed this single bloom on my kitchen windowsill, reminding me that sometimes it's the little things that provide joy on cloudy days, beauties that inspire us to look for more of them in our travels. And, indeed, that's what happened. During the rest of my walk that morning, I saw roses everywhere and 'brought them home' via my phone's camera to share with friends and remind me to look for those little things."

I'll continue to feature your responses in the coming weeks.

-- Isabel




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/newsletters/archive/2025/08/mail-carrying-postal-service/683751/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Eight Books for Dabblers

Casual pursuits can enrich our lives, regardless of if we're any good at them.

by Sophia Stewart




Every evening around 10 p.m., I settle onto the couch, open up the New York Times crossword app on my phone, and complete the day's puzzle. One moment I'm stumped; the next I'm struck by an epiphany. Once the grid is filled with interlocking words, I get no tangible reward for my efforts. All I have is a gold star on a screen--and the kind of fulfillment that comes only from doing something for the love of it.

Crosswording, like many other hobbies, is not productive--but it's not vapid consumption, either. Crocheting a scarf, doing ollies at the skate park, adorning one's nails with intricate designs: These are hardly the most utilitarian ways to spend an afternoon. The decision to pursue an activity simply for one's own enjoyment, though, is deeply human--especially at a moment when our time and attention are treated as commodities. Trying a new hobby gives us the opportunity to learn and grow: a situation that can be rare in adulthood.

In the eight books below, casual pursuits such as knitting, gardening, and drawing, undertaken with varying levels of skill and success, become life-affirming practices. Each reminds us of the possibilities that lie in our hobbies--even the ones we might be bad at.








Unraveling, by Peggy Orenstein

During the pandemic, many people revisited old hobbies or took up viral recipes. (Who could forget the great sourdough mania of 2020?) Orenstein doubled down on her lifetime love of knitting. She sought what she calls "the primal joy of transforming raw material into something useful and, hopefully, beautiful," and challenged herself to create a sweater entirely from scratch. In Unraveling, she recounts her year-long quest to meet this goal: She shears a sheep, spins its wool fibers into yarn, dyes that yarn, designs a sweater, and finally knits the thing together. Orenstein's book highlights how much of the charm of craft is found not only--or even mostly--in the objects it yields, but also in the private moments and time-consuming processes behind the final results. Unraveling is an ode to the herculean efforts we make for ourselves, for no reason other than to know that we can.






The Backyard Bird Chronicles, by Amy Tan

Tan coped with the political tumult of 2016 by returning to two of her childhood refuges: nature and art. Drawing was an early hobby of hers, but she'd felt discouraged from taking it seriously. At 65, she took "nature journaling" lessons to learn how to depict and interpret the world around her--most notably the inter-avian dramas of the birds behind her Bay Area home. The Backyard Bird Chronicles is a disarming account of one year of Tan's domestic bird-watching, a book "filled with sketches and handwritten notes of naive observations," she writes. That naivete is endearing: The accomplished novelist becomes a novice, trying to improve through eager dedication. Over the course of this engaging book, her illustrations grow more sophisticated, more assured--leaving readers with a portrait of the hobbyist as an emerging artist.

Read: What it's like to get worse at something



Slow Tech, by Peter Ginn

My friends and I are obsessed with the BBC's "historical farm" series, in which historians and archaeologists explore and reenact agrarian life across different eras, spanning the Tudor period to World War II. The shows make clear not only how laborious everyday existence once was, but also how much skill and ingenuity were required just to address our basic needs. In Slow Tech, Ginn, one of the co-hosts, walks readers through dozens of projects featured on the shows, and a good many new ones: weaving baskets, making candles, roasting meat, extracting salt from seawater. The book is a manual for learning skills that, in today's world, are largely outsourced to technology or industry; it also emphasizes the point that doing these tasks by hand connects us with a long human lineage. Extracting plant dyes, whittling a spoon, making felt--these projects are inefficient and, Ginn argues, extremely satisfying.






Soil, by Camille T. Dungy

Soil follows Dungy's years-long efforts to remake her "water-hogging" lawn into a pollinator-friendly garden by diversifying the plant species there, while considering what it meant to do so as a mother and a Black woman living in a mostly white Colorado town. Her garden becomes a site of hands-on learning, teaching her daily how to be patient, embrace change, and be a steward for the land she lives on. Importantly, gardening is far from a solitary hobby for Dungy: It can't be separated from the world at large. On her hands and knees planting tulips, she thinks about laboring to give birth to her daughter; watching goldfinches perched on her budding sunflowers, she is reminded of the Indigenous people who have cultivated these plants in the American West for 4,000 years. "Whether a pot in a yard or pots in a window, every politically engaged person"--by which Dungy means anyone who cares about the future of human relationships--"should have a garden," she writes. "We should all take some time to plant life in the soil. Even when such planting isn't easy."

Read: Housekeeping is part of the wild world too








The Boatbuilder, by Daniel Gumbiner

Gumbiner's debut novel introduces readers to Berg, a Silicon Valley defector with an opioid addiction who has left his tech-startup gig to apprentice with Alejandro, an eccentric boatbuilder. Alejandro--a chronic hobbyist who also carves Elizabethan lutes and builds portable pasteurizers in a rural Northern California town--teaches Berg the minutiae of boatbuilding, such as how to gauge the moisture content of a piece of wood and how to ready a vessel for its maiden voyage. The work is painstaking, but Berg's measurable progress lends direction and meaning to his otherwise unsettled existence. Perhaps most importantly, he forges a profound bond with another human being, something missing from his former life. "When was the last time you got lost in a thing?" Alejandro asks Berg at one point. Berg can't summon an answer. What he seeks, Gumbiner writes, is to learn "how to do things properly," and as his skill grows, he only becomes "more confident, more connected to the world."






The Puzzler, by A. J. Jacobs

Consistent hobbies become rituals that can give our lives shape and meaning. (This has certainly been the case for me; my New York Times crossword streak now exceeds 1,500 days.) In this thorough and spirited survey, Jacobs celebrates how puzzles of all kinds--jigsaws, sudoku, Rubik's Cubes--give us not only fun and purpose but also a secret set of superpowers. Puzzle lovers, he writes, have heightened capacities for critical thinking and problem-solving, which can come in handy in daily life. "Don't freak out, seek out," my dad used to say to me whenever I would misplace an object; similarly, puzzling instructs us to keep cool and find solutions. But self-improvement need not be the goal of puzzling, or of any hobby, for that matter. Offering a succinct quote from Maki Kaji, the "godfather of sudoku," Jacobs writes that puzzles exist to propel us from "? - !"--that is, from a state of confusion and frustration to surprise and delight.

Read: What we lose when we're priced out of our hobbies








Picture This, by Lynda Barry

Part how-to guide, part graphic memoir, part manifesto about creativity, Picture This celebrates drawing as a means of spontaneous expression. The cartoonist Barry puts aside any pretense toward quality: Even simple doodling can be a salve, she writes, and therefore a worthy endeavor. Through her beguiling multimedia collages, which incorporate hand-drawn illustrations and typewritten notes along with phone-book pages and cotton balls, Barry makes the case that sketching offers us a way to forge a more curious, childlike relationship with our surroundings--an ethos that could apply to just about any artistic act. She tells her readers that they have to "be willing to spend time making things for no reason" and be okay with setting aside self-doubt and its accomplice, perfectionism--the surest enemies of discovery.






In Defense of Dabbling, by Karen Walrond

Unlike some of the other authors on this list, Walrond is not an expert at anything--she says so on the very first page of this ode to what she calls "intentional amateurism." The word amateur, though mostly used to disparage, is derived from the Latin "to love," and Walrond builds an argument for indulging our interests free of expectation or commitment. Dalliances demand neither talent nor discipline, she argues--we need only enjoy what we're doing. The book is a ringing endorsement for being just okay at stuff. Instead of trying to gain mastery at any one thing, Walrond tries to gather as many experiences as she can, letting pleasure lead the way. She attempts surfing, pottery, and astrophotography, with mixed results but sustained amusement. "The joy I've had in almost everything I've ever done," she writes, "has arisen mostly in the attempt." Walrond concludes the book with a compendium of more than 200 amateur pursuits, some of which she's tried and some she hasn't (yet)--a great place for the beginning hobbyist to start their journey.
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Hamas Wants Gaza to Starve

Starvation only helps Hamas end the war in a way that advances its aims.

by Ahmed Fouad Alkhatib




This week, the world seems to be finally paying attention to the magnitude of the suffering in Gaza. The futile policies pursued by the Israeli government--prodded by the far-right cabinet ministers Bezalel Smotrich and Itamar Ben-Gvir--have reduced the supply of humanitarian aid, food, and supplies in Gaza. Israel has unnecessarily reengineered the distribution of aid, failing to achieve its goal of separating the civilian population from Hamas while further constricting its supply. And for these decisions, it has attracted the justified condemnation of the international community.

Despite the surge of hundreds of trucks into Gaza over the past four days, very few supplies have made it into warehouses to be distributed to the population. Aid shipments are being seized by a combination of desperate civilians, lawless gangs, clan-affiliated thugs, and merchants of death. Chaos and apocalyptic scenery are the norm, not the exception. There is no denying the reality of the widespread malnutrition and hunger in the Gaza Strip.

In recent days, I've spoken with dozens of Gazans who are furious about what is unfolding around them. They are angry, one told me, at the "hordes of selfish people who are attacking aid convoys to steal and collect aid in a horrific manner without caring for Gazans who chose not to participate in these humiliating and demeaning displays of inhumanity, no matter the level of hunger." But their anger is directed primarily at Hamas, which they hold responsible for putting the people of Gaza in this position, and for its continued refusal to end the war that it started. "Hitler fought in his bunker until he killed himself in World War II in the Battle of Berlin," another person said, complaining that Hamas is hunkered down in its tunnels, willing to see Gaza destroyed to the very last child.

Yair Rosenberg: The corrupt bargain behind Gaza's catastrophe

Hamas actually wants a famine in Gaza. Producing mass death from hunger is the group's final play, its last hope for ending the war in a way that advances its goals. Hamas has benefited from Israel's decision to use food as a lever against the terror group, because the catastrophic conditions for civilians have generated an international outcry, which is worsening Israel's global standing and forcing it to reverse course.

Online supporters of the terror group have consistently attacked any efforts to alleviate the crisis. In posts and videos, they have dismissed efforts to send in food by convoys of trucks from Egypt and Jordan, pointing to the chaotic scenes as desperate Gazans scramble for aid. They have likewise attacked the airdrops that are now under way and called for them to be stopped immediately.

Hamas's evident desire to extend and deepen the crisis of hunger helps explain the recent breakdown of cease-fire negotiations, even as Gazans are needlessly dying. The group's intransigence led both Israel and Trump's envoy, Steve Witkoff, to walk away from the talks. If the hunger crisis and humanitarian issues are addressed, Hamas can no longer use the suffering of Gazans to generate an international outcry or use the resultant leverage to end the war on its own terms.

Read: Why Trump broke with Bibi over the Gaza famine

But the two-state-solution conference convened by France and Saudi Arabia at the United Nations shows the way forward. In a remarkable statement, endorsed by the European Union and the Arab League, the participants condemned the October 7 attacks and the taking of hostages, and declared that "Hamas must end its rule in Gaza and hand over its weapons to the Palestinian Authority." The conference envisions the end of hostilities, the establishment of an international mission in Gaza, and the ultimate return of the Palestinian Authority to govern the Strip.

Many Arab states have been reluctant to call out Hamas publicly, even though they do so privately on a regular basis, for fear of upsetting their own populations. But now they have recognized the importance of openly and transparently calling for Hamas to give up control of Gaza and disarm. Both Israel and the international community should capitalize on this shift, to isolate the terrorist organization and give hope for a better trajectory for Gaza's future.

If Hamas believes that the suffering of Gazans bolsters its cause, Israeli decision makers should take that to heart. They should abandon their misguided and inhumane policies and cease their efforts to pressure the population as a means of pressuring the terror group. The best way to undermine Hamas's position is to instead flood Gaza with food, and to alleviate the suffering of its people.
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Memoir of a Mailman

A new book describes the challenges and joys of life as a letter carrier.

by Tyler Austin Harper




"Delivering the mail is a 'Halloween job,' " Stephen Starring Grant observes in Mailman: My Wild Ride Delivering the Mail in Appalachia and Finally Finding Home. "An occupation with a uniform, immediately recognizable, even by children." What to call Grant's book is harder to say. It is an unusual amalgam: a pandemic memoir, a love letter to the Blue Ridge Mountains, a participant observer's ethnography of a rural post office, an indictment of government austerity, and a witness statement attesting to the remarkable and at times ruthless efficiency of one of our oldest federal bureaucracies. Not least, Mailman is a lament for the decline of service as an American ideal--for the cultural twilight of the Halloween job: those occupations, such as police officer, firefighter, Marine, and, yes, postal worker, whose worth is not measured first and foremost in dollars but in public esteem. Or should be, anyway.

At the same time, Grant's project is immediately recognizable as "Hollywood material." A corporate suit loses his job during COVID and spends a year as a rural blue-collar worker reconnecting with his inner country boy and coming to appreciate the dignity of physical labor--silently nursing, one suspects, the dream of a book contract (and maybe a studio option) all along. A stunt, in other words, that a cynic might see as more in the spirit of self-service than public service.

This tension isn't lost on Grant, a proud son of Appalachia who's suddenly laid off from a marketing agency and gets a job as a rural carrier associate for the Blacksburg, Virginia, post office. He second-guesses his qualifications--and his motivations--but doesn't let either concern stop him.

"What I'm feeling is a spiritual disorientation," he confesses, having been jolted into downward mobility. "Lost in the sense that I don't know what I'm doing, lost in confronting the reality of being back in my hometown at fifty years of age, delivering the mail." He berates himself for his failure to develop a versatile skill set or "build any job security," despite compiling an impressive resume (including starting a behavioral-economics lab at a Fortune 50 company). As he arrives at the decision to take the post-office job, he's facing real hardship: He has cancer, which he mentions almost in passing to explain the urgency of getting health insurance. But he's also a seeker, unapologetically so, and trying to prove something to himself--that, despite his white-collar CV, he is an authentic Appalachian who can still draw on a reserve of mountain grit.

From the June 2025 issue: Sarah Yager on how the USPS delivers mail to the bottom of the Grand Canyon

Grant doesn't hide the self-indulgence latent in what his wife calls "one of your quests." Yet he also proves to be a compelling and empathetic guide, observing his country and its citizens, not just himself, with open and unjaded eyes. If his jaunty prose sometimes feels forced, his curiosity doesn't: He needs to focus on the details of his new manual labor, and milieu, or else fall hopelessly behind his co-workers (which he does anyway).

Immersing himself in unfamiliar work in a familiar place throws him off-balance in a way that feels bracing. Driving his late grandmother-in-law's 1999 Toyota RAV4 (rural carriers, he learns, often have to rely on their personal vehicles) through breathtaking Appalachian landscapes exhilarates, and occasionally terrifies, him. The car loses traction on an uphill dirt road that abruptly becomes "a rutted-out washboard." Heedlessly reaching a hand into an abandoned mailbox turned hornets' nest induces "a full-body, screaming freakout, standing in the middle of a dirt road." He savors surprising, sweet moments, too: an old widower who shows him the sprawling model-train setup in his garage that he began assembling "once Jennie passed"; a man in a trailer who reacts with boyish delight when the Lord of the Rings replica sword he ordered with his pandemic check arrives. "This is Anduril, Flame of the West!" the man explains. Grant chimes right in with "Reforged from the shards of Narsil by the elves of Rivendell."

With his co-workers, his approach is "show up, don't sandbag anybody, be humble, play through to the buzzer." But he's also keenly aware of being a soft former white-collar worker on a team of hardened veterans--and during a period, the pandemic, when the Postal Service is "on a wartime footing," its intricate processes strained by new magnitudes of mail. Kat, a terse USPS lifer, helps him get through the worst days: "I think as long as she saw a carrier trying, she was supportive." Serena, a woman who handles surging Amazon deliveries with Sisyphean dedication, instructs him in a new task, chucking parcels into metal cages organized by route: "Start scanning, start throwing, and get the fuck out of my way." Glynnis, a 70-something whose back is killing her, "swore like a marine with busted knuckles"--loudly and creatively, sometimes with racist verve. She drives him crazy with her incessant complaining, not that the fan noise and the heat don't make him cranky too.

By contrast, Wade, an Alaskan, is the Michael Jordan of backwoods mail delivery, which features a degree of "freedom in terms of when and how you wanted to work" absent from bigger urban routes fully plugged into the Postal Service's centralized system. Wade's "process fluency" awes Grant--his preternatural ability to keep track of every variety of mail ("the hot case, the raw flats, the parcels, the raw mail," plus the trays of machine-sorted first-class and standard mail, arriving every morning) and then fit it all, Tetris-like, into his vehicle's cargo area, arranged for delivery; his mastery of a labyrinthine route; his agility in eating sandwiches with one hand while delivering the mail with the other. Wade could do a route "rated at 9 hours" in five. Grant barely manages half of it in 11 hours, with help.

Philip F. Rubio: Save the Postal Service

Mailman includes its share of epiphanic wisdom. But unlike many works of nonfiction that focus on this region and its people, it avoids treating those who find themselves in its pages with the sort of condescension or reflexive romanticizing--or worse, a blend of both--that often seeps into writing about Appalachia. Grant doesn't pretend that the Blue Ridge is all wholesome water-bath canning, porch sitting, and verdant greenery. He doesn't deal in crude stereotypes of poor rural people, but neither does he avert his eyes from details that might be construed as backwoods caricature. He gets a glimpse into the trailer where the man who buys the expensive sword lives, watching as he has to "slide crabwise" along the wall, hands raised high, to get past a huge flatscreen TV that dominates the space. Imagining how many times a day he does that, Grant doesn't judge; he just notes "the kind of trade-offs people are willing to make for picture quality." His portrayals throughout tend toward the gently sentimental, no noble savagery in view.

Grant's forthright evocation of community, a word so frequently used that its meaning has grown fuzzy, would be easy to attribute to his own roots in the rural-Blacksburg area, where the story unfolds. The truth, though, is more complicated. Sociologists have sometimes categorized Appalachia as an "internal colony": an impoverished and economically exploited area within a country that is often viewed by elites as if it were an underdeveloped region outside that country. The firmly upper-middle-class Grant--raised in the mountains because he was born to a Virginia Tech professor, rather than into a long line of coal miners or lumberjacks--doesn't really try to hide that he sometimes feels more like a colonizer than an "authentic" Appalachian.

In one moment of obvious angst early on, after his wife accuses him of having an inordinate soft spot for Virginia's country people, Grant proclaims, "I'm from Appalachia. I'm Appalachian!" She tells him pointedly, "You are not!" Identitarian anxiety crops up more subtly too: Grant wistfully recalls his desire to join his high-school classmates on their annual November deer-hunting trips, his father's refusal to take him, and his envy of the homemade venison jerky the other boys would bring to school. When he says, "I wanted a giant Ziploc bag of venison jerky," he seems to be saying, "I wanted to be a real Appalachian."

mailman is most distinctive when it ventures into territory that feels timely in a way that goes beyond COVID-era tributes to "essential workers." Grant finds himself preoccupied with the nature of public service, its scale and scope, and with coordination among systems and humans, of which the Postal Service turns out to be quite an astonishing example. He focuses in on the scene, not just the enormous "superscanner, like a seven-foot-tall mechanical praying mantis," that logs incoming parcels, but also the low-tech mail-sorting methods. He also gets to appreciate up close the skillful interplay between brain and body involved in becoming "unconsciously competent at complex tasks"; where once he knew only the academic phrase process fluency, now he can see the intricacy involved, and the dignity imparted by mastery.

When Grant declares, "My robot brain was in charge" at one point, reflecting on the execution of letter gathering while driving, he's speaking with pleasure and pride about achieving a flow state in the fulfillment of a worthwhile task; he's not complaining about drudgery or soul-sucking labor. Ever the marketer, Grant celebrates the Postal Service's uniqueness (indulging in a bit of statistical overreach). "FedEx? UPS? They simply cannot do what the USPS does. All they carry are parcels," he scoffs. "We carry everything for everybody, with 99.993 percent accuracy."

Read: What happens to mail during a natural disaster?

Mailman is also a shameful revelation of the inexcusable working conditions that letter carriers are subjected to: The injury rate for postal workers is higher than for coal miners. You can almost feel Grant's blood pressure rising as he describes the decades-out-of-date, unsafe, and AC-less delivery trucks--"death traps," he calls them. (The advent of new electric vehicles, thanks to a 2022 infusion of federal funds, doesn't make it into his book, perhaps because their expected delivery last year has been running behind schedule.) Grant's indictment--and his celebration--predates DOGE, whose arrival only makes both more relevant: a counter to the slander of public servants routinely dispensed by Elon Musk, a man who accrues more money in an hour than the average USPS employee will make in a lifetime.

When Grant says he finally learned that "what was essential was just doing your job," he doesn't mean that the USPS work is easy but that it is hard, and that being a mail carrier, showing up day in and day out, matters. "That's the difference between a regular and a sub," he observes, remarking on the distinction between being a fill-in and someone's daily letter carrier. "The sub just delivers the mail. The regular is delivering something else. Continuity. Safety. Normalcy. Companionship. Civilization. You know, the stuff the government is supposed to do for its people." In Grant's telling, postal workers bring order and predictability to a country that can feel like it's unraveling, especially during crises that starkly illustrate how reliant we are on the federal bureaucracy.

If Hollywood were to option this story, the hero would get offered the job of his dreams and turn it down, realizing in his heart that he is meant to be a mailman after all. But Grant has indicated from the start that his USPS stint is a placeholder. He applies for and ends up accepting a cushy position at a media agency, turns in his Halloween-job uniform, and takes a dig at himself for becoming "just another white-collar ghost with a job that nobody understands."

You may roll your eyes when this interloper describes the solace that his brief sojourn in blue-collar life has brought: that after decades of "feeling like I wasn't doing any good in the world, being part of something--even something as mundane as the Postal Service--made me feel whole." Glynnis certainly takes a different view as she counts down to retirement. When Grant, hoping to quiet her carping, says, "I'm in the same jam as you are," she calls him on it: "No you ain't, because I'm here to get my motherfucking pension, and you're too goddamned stupid to stay at home and collect unemployment." Grant acknowledges that "she had a point."

His final revelation is that Americans misunderstand the difference between white- and blue-collar work. "Both forms of labor want all of your time and both exact a toll. One form is no more or less noble than the other," he writes. "The real distinction is between work and service, and I think it's one of the great dividing lines in American life." The question this leaves for readers isn't why Grant decided to stop being a mailman. The question is how we ended up with a country where choosing a life of service all too often feels financially untenable and socially undervalued.



This article appears in the September 2025 print edition with the headline "Playing Mailman."
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What's So Bad About Nicotine?

It's long been obvious why cigarettes are bad. The risks of alternatives like Zyn and Juul are much hazier.

by Nicholas Florko




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

For the better part of the past century, the case against nicotine was simple: Smoking a cigarette might feel nice, but it will eventually kill you. Nearly one in five deaths in the United States is caused by complications from cigarette smoke. Chewing tobacco is less dangerous, but still deadly: It has long been associated with head and neck cancers.



But in 2025, nicotine isn't so straightforward. Smoking is so deadly not because of nicotine, per se, but because of tobacco: Lighting a cigarette burns tobacco, releasing nicotine into the body. Chewing tobacco entails gnawing on actual tobacco leaves. Nowadays, it's easier than ever to get a nicotine buzz without any tobacco at all: Just puff on a vape or pop a tiny nicotine pouch between your teeth and upper lip. These cigarette alternatives have been around for a while, but only recently have they gone fully mainstream. In January, the FDA officially sanctioned the sale of Zyn, among the most recognizable nicotine-pouch brands. In the past three months alone, Philip Morris International, which makes Zyn, shipped 190 million cans of the stuff to stores. And last month, the agency reversed a prior ruling and authorized Juul e-cigarettes. These products, the FDA has concluded, "generally have lower health risks than cigarettes."



In this nicotine boom, it's easy to see the drug as harmless, even good for you. Ads that tout the benefits of nicotine are everywhere: Zyn, for example, has been marketed as an "office essential" that also offers "relaxation on-the-go." Nicotine somehow feels both energizing and relaxing at the same time, kind of like the buzz of a vodka Red Bull. The drug has been linked to statistically significant improvements in a number of cognitive exercises. The marketing goes further: Joe Rogan has hawked Athletic Nicotine, a nicotine-pouch brand that claims the drug can serve as an "exercise performance-enhancing tool." Tucker Carlson--who has his own brand of nicotine pouches--recently claimed that because of nicotine, he is "never sick."

Read: The inconvenient truth about vaping

But nicotine is not a wonder drug. The cognitive improvements found in studies were modest. Bethea AnnaLouise Kleykamp, an assistant professor of psychiatry at the University of Maryland who has studied nicotine, summed it up this way: The drug "might be, if you were to subtract it from the smoke, something that could help some people," such as those who are sleep-deprived or have a cognitive disorder like ADHD. Not exactly a ringing endorsement. Moreover, there's still a lot we don't know about what nicotine alone does to the body.



All of this has nicotine in a strange place. Before the advent of newer products, the field of public health was united in its stance that no one should be using cigarettes, and thus nicotine. Now the message is more muddled than ever.



Some public-health experts still suggest staying away from nicotine in and of itself. After the decades-long war against smoking, they see new products as Big Tobacco's latest gambit to hook the public. Others make a different calculation: If the health effects of nicotine alone are less concerning than those of cigarettes, what's so bad about an adult sucking on a Zyn? Presuming people recognize that these products "may have some health risks," Neal Benowitz, an emeritus professor of medicine at UC San Francisco, told me, "I have no problem with that."



Such differing views stem from the unclear health effects of cigarette alternatives. Consuming nicotine via vape or pouch is surely safer than smoking a cigarette, but that isn't saying much. No researchers I spoke with gave nicotine an unequivocal endorsement. "I would never go so far as to say that any drug is completely safe," Jed Rose, an emeritus professor of psychiatry at Duke University who runs a research firm that has done paid research for nicotine companies, told me. "Whether nicotine contributes in any way to other diseases associated with smoking is not as firmly resolved as people like to think."



Rose cited a study that showed nicotine accelerated tumor growth in mice. Other experts I spoke with cited data from Sweden demonstrating that smokeless products carry some cardiovascular risks. And emerging research indicates that the components inside of vapes can leach heavy metals into the mist that users inhale, potentially exposing them to increased cancer risk. For the most part, science simply hasn't answered the question of how bad nicotine alone is for you. Most of the studies on the bodily effects of nicotine have been completed using subjects who smoke.



For now, the clearest problem with puffing on a Juul is that nicotine remains extremely addictive, whatever form it comes in. Addiction researchers have said that nicotine is just as difficult to quit as heroin. Smokeless products might be a little easier to quit than cigarettes, based on how they deliver nicotine. But it's reasonable to assume that these new products will also worsen the problem of nicotine addiction by making the drug easier to consume. Desk workers can pop nicotine pouches without having to step away for a smoke break. Vape clouds are more readily concealed than the stench of cigarette smoke. This is part of the appeal: Rogue, a Zyn competitor, advertises its product as a way to "enjoy the nicotine you love without getting noticed, whether you're in a marathon of meetings, perfecting your meal-prep, or just can't step away for a smoke break." (Rogue, like other nicotine brands, has to legally include warnings in its ads that its products are addictive.)



The effects of an addiction alone are not typically a first-order concern in the world of public health. Addictions typically come with other, more pressing consequences: For cigarettes, it's heart attacks and cancer; for heroin, it's overdoses. Anyone who has seen photos of smokers hooked to oxygen or revealing their lung-cancer scars can attest that public health has become expert in warning potential victims of these types of health problems. The risks of a nicotine addiction without the smoke are murkier. "There are interpersonal, intrapersonal, and economic consequences to being addicted," Eric Donny, a neuroscience professor at Wake Forest University who studies nicotine, told me. "It's really hard to quantify this in a way that we are used to."



Nicotine boosters have compared the drug to caffeine--which is also addictive, but generally not a problem. (Hence the Death Before Decaf shirts, tote bags, and even tattoos.) But research suggests that nicotine addiction is more intense than a caffeine dependency, potentially taking a bigger toll on people's lives. The financial costs alone can be onerous: Nicotine prices vary a lot from state to state, but in Washington, D.C., where I live, someone with an extreme Zyn habit may be shelling out upwards of $10 a day to feed their addiction. A Juul isn't much cheaper. With either product, a heavy user is likely to spend several thousands of dollars a year.



Addiction can also take a psychological toll. Being hooked on nicotine means your brain is always screaming for another hit of the drug. At times, the longing can feel insatiable, and can force people to act in ways that are entirely against their own self-interest. A teen addicted to vaping might take a few puffs in the school bathroom, even if getting caught might mean a suspension. Or a longtime user may continue to pop nicotine pouches after a heart attack, despite research showing that quitting nicotine significantly reduces someone's risk of death.



These downsides might seem minuscule compared with those of cigarettes. A rotting lung is considerably worse than a $10-a-day nicotine habit. But they shouldn't be ignored. If cigarette-smoking rates continue their decades-long drop, it's reasonable to assume that vaping and pouches will become the dominant ways people consume nicotine. New nicotine products might have solved the biggest problem with smoking. Many other, more subtle problems still remain.
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Every Scientific Empire Comes to an End

America's run as the premier techno-superpower may be over.

by Ross Andersen




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

Roald Sagdeev has already watched one scientific empire rot from the inside. When Sagdeev began his career, in 1955, science in the Soviet Union was nearing its apex. At the Kurchatov Institute in Moscow, he studied the thermonuclear reactions that occur inside of stars. A few lab tables away, Andrei Sakharov was developing the hydrogen bomb. The Soviet space program would soon astonish the world by lofting the first satellite, and then the first human being, into orbit. Sagdeev can still remember the screaming crowds that greeted returning cosmonauts in Red Square. But even during those years of triumph, he could see corruption working its way through Soviet science like a slow-moving poison.

The danger had been present from the U.S.S.R.'s founding. The Bolsheviks who took power in 1917 wanted scientists sent to Arctic labor camps. (Vladimir Lenin intervened on their behalf.) When Joseph Stalin took power, he funded some research generously, but insisted that it conform to his ideology. Sagdeev said that his school books described Stalin as the father of all fields of knowledge, and credited the Soviets with every technological invention that had ever been invented. Later, at scientific conferences, Sagdeev heard physicists criticize the uncertainty principle of quantum mechanics on the grounds that it conflicted with Marxism.

By 1973, when Sagdeev was made director of the Soviet Space Research Institute, the nation's top center for space science, the Soviets had ceded leadership in orbit to NASA. American astronauts had flown around the moon and left a thousand bootprints on its surface. Sagdeev's institute was short on money. Many people who worked there had the right Communist Party connections, but no scientific training. Eventually, he himself had to join the party. "It was the only way to secure stable funding," he told me when we spoke in June.

In 1985, Sagdeev briefly gained the ear of power. Mikhail Gorbachev had just become general secretary at 54, young for the Soviet gerontocracy. He promised broad reforms and appointed Sagdeev as an adviser. The two traveled to Geneva together for Gorbachev's first arms talks with Ronald Reagan. But Sagdeev's view of Gorbachev began to dim when the premier filled important scientific positions with men whom Sagdeev saw as cronies.

In 1988, Sagdeev wrote a letter to Gorbachev to warn him that the leaders of the Soviet supercomputer program had deceived him. They claimed to be keeping pace with the United States, but had in fact fallen far behind, and would soon be surpassed by the Chinese. Gorbachev never replied. Sagdeev got a hint as to how his letter had been received when his invitation to join a state visit to Poland was abruptly withdrawn. "I was excommunicated," he told me.

Sagdeev took stock of his situation. The future of Soviet science was looking grim. Within a few years, government funding would crater further. Sagdeev's most talented colleagues were starting to slip out of the country. One by one, he watched them start new lives elsewhere. Many of them went to the U.S. At the time, America was the most compelling destination for scientific talent in the world. It would remain so until earlier this year.

I thought of Sagdeev on a recent visit to MIT. A scientist there, much celebrated in her field, told me that since Donald Trump's second inauguration she has watched in horror as his administration has performed a controlled demolition on American science. Like many other researchers in the U.S., she's not sure that she wants to stick around to dodge falling debris, and so she is starting to think about taking her lab abroad. (She declined to be named in this story so that she could speak openly about her potential plans.)

The very best scientists are like elite basketball players: They come to America from all over the world so that they can spend their prime years working alongside top talent. "It's very hard to find a leading scientist who has not done at least some research in the U.S. as an undergraduate or graduate student or postdoc or faculty," Michael Gordin, a historian of science and the dean of Princeton University's undergraduate academics, told me. That may no longer be the case a generation from now.

Foreign researchers have recently been made to feel unwelcome in the U.S. They have been surveilled and harassed. The Trump administration has made it more difficult for research institutions to enroll them. Top universities have been placed under federal investigation. Their accreditation and tax-exempt status have been threatened. The Trump administration has proposed severe budget cuts at the agencies that fund American science--the NSF, the NIH, and NASA, among others--and laid off staffers in large numbers. Existing research grants have been canceled or suspended en masse. Committees of expert scientists that once advised the government have been disbanded. In May, the president ordered that all federally funded research meet higher standards for rigor and reproducibility--or else be subject to correction by political appointees.

Read: Trump's 'gold standard' for science manufactures doubt

Not since the Red Scare, when researchers at the University of California had to sign loyalty oaths, and those at the University of Washington and MIT were disciplined or fired for being suspected Communists, has American science been so beholden to political ideology. At least during the McCarthy era, scientists could console themselves that despite this interference, federal spending on science was surging. Today, it's drying up.

Three-fourths of American scientists who responded to a recent poll by the journal Nature said they are considering leaving the country. They don't lack for suitors. China is aggressively recruiting them, and the European Union has set aside a EU500 million slush fund to do the same. National governments in Norway, Denmark, and France--nice places to live, all--have green-lighted spending sprees on disillusioned American scientists. The Max Planck Society, Germany's elite research organization, recently launched a poaching campaign in the U.S., and last month, France's Aix-Marseille University held a press conference announcing the arrival of eight American "science refugees."

The MIT scientist who is thinking about leaving the U.S. told me that the Swiss scientific powerhouse ETH Zurich had already reached out about relocating her lab to its picturesque campus with a view of the Alps. A top Canadian university had also been in touch. These institutions are salivating over American talent, and so are others. Not since Sagdeev and other elite Soviet researchers were looking to get out of Moscow has there been a mass-recruiting opportunity like this.

Every scientific empire falls, but not at the same speed, or for the same reasons. In ancient Sumer, a proto-scientific civilization bloomed in the great cities of Ur and Uruk. Sumerians invented wheels that carried the king's war chariots swiftly across the Mesopotamian plains. Their priest astronomers stood atop ziggurats watching the sky. But the Sumerians appear to have over-irrigated their farmland--a technical misstep, perhaps--and afterwards, their weakened cities were invaded, and the kingdom broke apart. They could no longer operate at the scientific vanguard.

Science in ancient Egypt and Greece followed a similar pattern: It thrived during good times and fell off in periods of plague, chaos, and impoverishment. But not every case of scientific decline has played out this way. Some civilizations have willfully squandered their scientific advantage.

Spanish science, for example, suffered grievously during the Inquisition. Scientists feared for their lives. They retreated from pursuits and associations that had a secular tinge and thought twice before corresponding with suspected heretics. The exchange of ideas slowed in Spain, and its research excellence declined relative to the rest of Europe. In the 17th century, the Spanish made almost no contribution to the ongoing Scientific Revolution.

The Soviets sabotaged their own success in biomedicine. In the 1920s, the U.S.S.R. had one of the most advanced genetics programs in the world, but that was before Stalin empowered Trofim Lysenko, a political appointee who didn't believe in Mendelian inheritance. Lysenko would eventually purge thousands of apostate biologists from their jobs, and ban the study of genetics outright. Some of the scientists were tossed into the Gulag; others starved or faced firing squads. As a consequence of all this, the Soviets played no role in the discovery of DNA's double-helix structure. When the ban on "anti-Marxist" genetics was finally lifted, Gordin told me, the U.S.S.R. was a generation behind in molecular biology and couldn't catch up.

But it was Adolf Hitler who possessed the greatest talent for scientific self-harm. Germany had been a great scientific power going back to the late 19th century. Germans had pioneered the modern research university by requiring that professors not only transmit knowledge but advance it, too. During the early 20th century, German scientists racked up Nobel Prizes. Physicists from greater Europe and the U.S. converged on Berlin, Gottingen, and Munich to hear about the strange new quantum universe from Max Born, Werner Heisenberg, and Albert Einstein.

When the Nazis took over in 1933, Hitler purged Germany's universities of Jewish professors and others who opposed his rule. Many scientists were murdered. Others fled the country. Quite a few settled in America. That's how Einstein got to Princeton. After Hans Bethe was dismissed from his professorship in Tubingen, he landed at Cornell. Then he went to MIT to work on the radar technology that would reveal German U-boats during the Battle of the Atlantic. Some historians have argued that radar was more important to Allied victory than the Manhattan Project. But of course, that, too, was staffed with European scientific refugees, including Leo Szilard, a Jewish physicist who fled Berlin the year that Hitler took power; Edward Teller, who went on to build the first hydrogen bomb; and John von Neumann, who invented the architecture of the modern computer.

In a very short time, the center of gravity for science just up and moved across the Atlantic Ocean. After the war, it was American scientists who most regularly journeyed to Stockholm to receive medals. It was American scientists who built on von Neumann's work to take an early lead in the Information Age that the U.S. has still not relinquished. And it was American scientists who developed the vaccines for polio and measles.

During the postwar period, Vannevar Bush, head of the U.S. Office of Scientific Research and Development under FDR, sought to make America's advantage in the sciences permanent. Bush hadn't liked the way that the U.S. had to scramble to staff up the radar and atomic-bomb projects. He wanted a robust supply of scientists on hand at American universities in case the Cold War turned hot. He argued for the creation of the National Science Foundation to fund basic research, and promised that its efforts would improve both the economy and national defense.

Funding for American science has fluctuated in the decades since. It spiked after Sputnik and dipped at the end of the Cold War. But until Trump took power for the second time and began his multipronged assault on America's research institutions, broad support for science was a given under both Democratic and Republican administrations. Trump's interference in the sciences is something new. It shares features with the science-damaging policies of Stalin and Hitler, says David Wootton, a historian of science at the University of York. But in the English-speaking world, it has no precedent, he told me: "This is an unparalleled destruction from within."

I reached out to the office of Michael Kratsios, the president's science and technology adviser, several times while reporting this story. I asked whether Kratsios, who holds the role that once belonged to Vannevar Bush, had any response to the claim that the Trump administration's attack on science was unprecedented. I asked about the possibility that its policies will drive away American researchers, and will deter foreigners from working in American labs. I was hoping to find out how the man responsible for maintaining U.S. scientific dominance was engaging with this apparent slide into mediocrity. I did not receive a reply.

All is not yet lost for American science. Lawmakers have already made clear that they do not intend to approve Trump's full requested cuts at the NIH, NSF, and NASA. Those agencies will still have access to tens of billions of dollars in federal funds next year--and blue-state attorneys general have won back some of this year's canceled grants in court. Research institutions still have some fight left in them; some are suing the administration for executive overreach. Universities in red states are hoping that their governors will soon summon the courage to take a stand on their behalf. "Politically speaking, it's one thing to shut down research at Harvard," Steven Shapin, a science historian at the school, told me. "It's another thing to shut down the University of Arkansas."

The U.S. government doesn't bankroll all of American scientific research. Philanthropists and private companies support some of it, and will continue to. The U.S. shouldn't face the kind of rapid collapse that occurred in the Soviet Union, where no robust private sector existed to absorb scientists. But even corporations with large R&D budgets don't typically fund open-ended inquiry into fundamental scientific questions. With the possible exception of Bell Labs in its heyday, they focus on projects that have immediate commercial promise. Their shareholders would riot if they dumped $10 billion into a space telescope or particle collider that takes decades to build and generates little revenue.

A privatized system of American science will be distorted toward short-term work, and people who want to run longer-term experiments with more expensive facilities will go elsewhere. "American science could lose a whole generation," Shapin said. "Young people are already starting to get the message that science isn't as valued as it once was."

If the U.S. is no longer the world's technoscientific superpower, it will almost certainly suffer for the change. America's technology sector might lose its creativity. But science itself, in the global sense, will be fine. The deep human curiosities that drive it do not belong to any nation-state. An American abdication will only hurt America, Shapin said. Science might further decentralize into a multipolar order like the one that held during the 19th century, when the British, French, and Germans vied for technical supremacy.

Read: 'This is not how we do science, ever'

Or maybe, by the midway point of the 21st century, China will be the world's dominant scientific power, as it was, arguably, a millennium ago. The Chinese have recovered from Mao Zedong's own squandering of expertise during the Cultural Revolution. They have rebuilt their research institutions, and Xi Jinping's government keeps them well funded. China's universities now rank among the world's best, and their scientists routinely publish in Science, Nature, and other top journals. Elite researchers who were born in China and then spent years or even decades in U.S. labs have started to return. What the country can't yet do well is recruit elite foreign scientists, who by dint of their vocation tend to value freedom of speech.

Whatever happens next, existing knowledge is unlikely to be lost, at least not en masse. Humans are better at preserving it now, even amid the rise and fall of civilizations. Things used to be more touch-and-go: The Greek model of the cosmos might have been forgotten, and the Copernican revolution greatly delayed, had Islamic scribes not secured it in Baghdad's House of Wisdom. But books and journals are now stored in a network of libraries and data centers that stretches across all seven continents, and machine translation has made them understandable by any scientist, anywhere. Nature's secrets will continue to be uncovered, even if Americans aren't the ones who see them first.

In 1990, Roald Sagdeev moved to America. He found leaving the Soviet Union difficult. His two brothers lived not far from his house in Moscow, and when he said goodbye to them, he worried that it would be for the last time. Sagdeev thought about going to Europe, but the U.S. seemed more promising. He'd met many Americans on diplomatic visits there, including his future wife. He'd befriended others while helping to run the Soviet half of the Apollo-Soyuz missions. When Carl Sagan visited the Soviet Space Research Institute in Moscow, Sagdeev had shown him around, and the two remained close.

To avoid arousing the suspicions of the Soviet authorities, Sagdeev flew to Hungary first, and only once he was safely there did he book a ticket to the U.S. He accepted a professorship at the University of Maryland and settled in Washington, D.C. It took him years to ride out the culture shock. He still remembers being pulled over for a traffic infraction, and mistakenly presenting his Soviet ID card.

American science is what ultimately won Sagdeev over to his new home. He was awestruck by the ambition of the U.S. research agenda, and he liked that it was backed by real money. He appreciated that scientists could move freely between institutions, and didn't have to grovel before party leaders to get funding. But when I last spoke with Sagdeev, on July 4, he was feeling melancholy about the state of American science. Once again, he is watching a great scientific power in decline. He has read about the proposed funding cuts in the newspaper. He has heard about a group of researchers who are planning to leave the country. Sagdeev is 92 years old, and has no plans to join them. But as an American, it pains him to see them go.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/science/archive/2025/07/science-empire-america-decline/683711/?utm_source=feed
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An Action Movie That's a Total Joke

In <em>The Naked Gun</em>, the perennial tough guy Liam Neeson makes a perfect transition to comedy.

by David Sims




Forgive me for saying this, but Liam Neeson has been in a few very silly movies. I refer not to the actual comedies he's popped up in but to the legion of action films he's churned out nonstop over the past 20 years--each seemingly more perfunctory and high-concept than the last. The actor has growled melodramatic lines, brandished a gun, and dealt with assorted faceless bad guys in an airplane and in an ice-road truck, and even while trapped inside a parked car. His on-screen tough-guy persona is so ubiquitous and over-the-top that in the new comedy The Naked Gun, it barely requires any calibration to be funny.

The original Naked Gun films, as well as the TV show, Police Squad!, that inspired them, were rooted in the same comedic spin. They starred Leslie Nielsen, who was known as a dramatic actor before his turn in the film Airplane! established him as a master of spoof comedy. Nielsen played the bumbling LAPD lieutenant Frank Drebin with sincerity, making the absurdity around him all the funnier. Neeson makes sense as Nielsen's successor: the stone-faced hero squinting at the silliest stuff imaginable.

The goofiness of 2025's The Naked Gun, directed by Akiva Schaffer, is especially enjoyable in the current cinematic landscape. Amid the typical clamor of summer blockbusters, an out-and-out farce is like an oasis in the desert. Comedies used to be a major part of the moviegoing world, and I continue to be baffled that films filled with ridiculous gags and one-liners are almost impossible to find in theaters these days. Laughing along with a crowd is a beautiful, irreproducible experience, yet Hollywood seems to have shifted its priorities toward pumping out action-adventure movies--a genre hardly known for its humor.

Read: The world doesn't want Hollywood comedies

Although not quite as transcendent as its forebears, the new Naked Gun manages to provide the inane fun I've been missing. The action-inflected comedy keeps the ensemble tight: Neeson plays Lieutenant Frank Drebin Jr.--a macho, trigger-happy presence on the force who's never without a cup of coffee. (An off-screen figure even passes one to him through his car window while he's driving on the freeway.) The supporting cast includes the well-meaning Captain Ed Hocken Jr. (played by an affably dim Paul Walter Hauser), the grumpy Chief Davis (CCH Pounder), and a femme-fatale type named Beth (Pamela Anderson), who enters Drebin's world to request that he investigate her brother's death.

The movie judders from one set piece to another with only a loose plot to follow--the story involves some dead bodies, an evil billionaire (Danny Huston), and a budding romance between Drebin and Beth. Everyone plays it reliably straight, a contrast that helps the film maintain its zany energy--and, in the spirit of the original trilogy, maximize the number of jokes per minute. If one bit flops, another arrives in a few seconds to make up for it.

The Naked Gun's commitment to that airy sense of pointlessness is refreshing. Schaffer's most notable long-form work to date is probably Popstar: Never Stop Never Stopping, a scrappy collaboration with his friends and former Saturday Night Live collaborators Andy Samberg and Jorma Taccone, a.k.a. the Lonely Island; the movie skewered music biopics with cheerful, vulgar aplomb. Popstar was largely ignored by most theatergoers, but it became a near-instant cult classic among comedy diehards. Now Schaffer is trying to sneak the same high-grade, unadulterated fun into a major motion picture, with a steely Neeson as its guise. By attaching his farce to the face of some of Hollywood's biggest action movies, the director is gambling that it will draw a wider audience.

Read: Long live the delightfully dumb comedy

The world needs more comedies, and the sillier the better. The Naked Gun is happy to deliver plenty of chortles, along with some wild swings that are just slapsticky enough to work. (A sequence featuring a sentient snowman defies easy description.) I'm rooting for its success in the hope that it brings some genre diversity to the silver screen--not just action movies with jokes, but action movies that are a joke.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/culture/archive/2025/08/the-naked-gun-2025-movie-review-liam-neeson/683734/?utm_source=feed
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<em>Floodlines </em>Part IX: Rebirth

A visit with Le-Ann Williams and her daughter, Destiny, 20 years after Hurricane Katrina

by Vann R. Newkirk II




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

Five years ago, The Atlantic published Floodlines, an eight-part podcast that told the story of Hurricane Katrina and of the people in New Orleans who survived it. The show detailed the ways that failures of federal and local policies concerning flood control and levees created the flood that submerged New Orleans in 2005, and also the ways that preexisting social inequalities marked some people for disaster and spared others. Through the recollections of people who survived Katrina, as well as officials who tried to coordinate a response, Floodlines explored how misinformation, racism, and ineptitude shaped that response, and how Black and poor New Orleanians were pushed away from their homes. In particular, the series follows the story of Le-Ann Williams, who was 14 when the levees broke.

As the 20th anniversary of Katrina arrives, the city of New Orleans and the Gulf Coast are still dealing with the legacy of the flood and with the racial inequality and displacement that were at the heart of the series. The Black population of New Orleans is declining, and some neighborhoods still haven't come back. Many people who were forced to leave home in 2005 are unable to afford to rent or own where they built their pre-Katrina lives. Experts wonder if the flood-control system there is truly ready for the next "big one," and because of climate change, more and more cities and towns may face similar threats. Help from FEMA is tenuous under a Trump administration that has slashed its resources and threatened to phase out the department altogether.

So on the occasion of this anniversary, Floodlines takes a fresh visit to New Orleans, to reconnect with Le-Ann Williams, and with her daughter, Destiny. In this special episode, we spend a day with Williams's family and learn about the heartbreaks, tragedies, and triumphs they've experienced since we last spoke. We learn how trauma from Katrina lives on in the hearts and minds of its survivors, and how, for the generation born after the flood, a disaster they never witnessed still governs their lives.

The following is a transcript of the episode:

Vann R. Newkirk II: (Knocks on metal door.)
 Male voice: Who's that?
 Vann Newkirk: It's Vann!
 Male voice: Come on.
 Newkirk: All right. (Chuckles.) How you doing?
 Le-Ann Williams: Hey, Vann!
 Newkirk: Hey, how you doing?
 Williams: How y'all doing? All right.


Newkirk: Well, hey. It's Vann Newkirk. I know it's been a minute since you've heard from me here. Five years, to be exact.

Williams: My family: my mom, Patricia; my daughter, Destiny; and my cousin Tasha.
 Newkirk: Nice to meet y'all. And I heard a lot about y'all. Nice to meet y'all.


Newkirk: A lot has happened in the time since we put out Floodlines. The pandemic started to really shut everything down the day we put out the show, and it's been one thing after another since then. There's been economic chaos. There were elections. There was an insurrection. There've been fires and hurricanes and floods. There's been a lot of death and a whole lot of grief. A lot of people live different lives than they did in 2020. Hell, I know I do.

Five years ago, when I was making Floodlines, I'd been thinking about Richard, the enslaved man who survived the hurricane in 1856 at Last Island, Louisiana.

Newkirk (Floodlines clip): The next morning, the only building still standing on Last Island was that stable. Richard and the old horse had made it. Many other folks weren't so lucky. 


Newkirk: I was interested in memory and what disasters reveal about a place. My reporting took me to meeting somebody who, quite frankly, changed my life.

Williams (Floodlines clip): We'll have the trumpet player, the trombone player, the snare-drum player, the bass-drum player, and the tuba players will have sticks blowing.


Newkirk: Le-Ann Williams. You remember Le-Ann. She was 14 years old.

Williams (Floodlines clip): I had this crush on this boy named Fonso Jones--


Newkirk: She grew up around Treme and Dumaine Street--

Williams (Floodlines clip): --and Fonso was the point guard.


Newkirk: --living in the Lafitte housing projects, when Hurricane Katrina came and the levees broke.

Williams (Floodlines clip): And we heard it on the radio, and a man was like, he was in a panic: I repeat, get to safety; get to the Superdome.


Newkirk: She and her family went on an odyssey after the flood. And she came back to a totally different city.

 Archival (Floodlines clip): 3,000 people a day heading to Texas.
  Archival (Floodlines clip): Arkansas will take 20,000 people.
  Archival (Floodlines clip): I'm not going back to New Orleans. I don't wanna go back to New Orleans.
 Williams (Floodlines clip): If you push us out, what's gonna be left? Just come look at things, like a museum. Just come and looking at historic places and buildings? That's it? If you push us out, where the culture gonna come from?


Newkirk: If you haven't listened to Floodlines, I recommend starting from the beginning. In 2020, when we put the show out, I honestly didn't know if it would matter that much with so much going on. But I found out that I was wrong.

Archival (news clip): The breaking news: Stay at home. That is the order tonight from four state governors as the coronavirus pandemic spreads. New York, California, Illinois--


Newkirk: Whether it was the early fears of "looting" during the pandemic, or a Black community being destroyed by a fire--

Archival (news clip): Altadena, and this entire hillside is on fire.


Newkirk: --or FEMA's response to Hurricane Helene--

Archival (news clip): The deadliest hurricane for the U.S. since Katrina in 2005.


Newkirk: --people kept coming back to Hurricane Katrina as a point of reference.

Russell Honore: That's rumor gets spread. You know, we dealt with that in Katrina too, Laura.


Newkirk: As it turned out, this show about generations of New Orleanians contending with catastrophe, grief, memory, displacement, and being left behind by our government still had some important lessons for the present. In 2020 we left the show's narrative unfinished, on purpose. Le-Ann, and the others we met--Fred, and Alice, and Sandy, and General Honore--were all still living with the legacy of Katrina and making meaning from it themselves. They were still living their stories.

But also, as it turns out, I couldn't quit Floodlines so easily. I'd become connected to the people I'd interviewed, who'd shared their lives with me. I'd spent hours and days talking to them, eating meals with them, hanging out. I cared about what happened to them.

Before, I had been thinking about Richard, but now I was thinking about Le-Ann. After the show came out, I saw that she'd gone through even more tough times. I also saw that she was celebrating: a new home, a new job, a kid who was doing well in school.

So on the occasion of the 20th anniversary of Katrina, I decided to visit New Orleans.

Williams: Oh, Lord.
 Destiny Richardson: We're gonna tear you up in them spades.
 Williams: Look at her. We gonna tear him up?
 Richardson: Mm-hmm.
 Williams: We're gonna tear you in them spades.
 Newkirk: I don't know. I ain't lost in a minute. (Laughs.)


Newkirk: I paid Le-Ann a visit, and talked to her family. And met her daughter, Destiny, for the first time.

Newkirk: When we last spoke, you were what? Eleven?
 Williams: Yeah.
 Newkirk: Eleven years old, and Le-Ann told us a whole lot about you, so, and she posts about you on Facebook all the time.
 Williams: Look what you do.
 Richardson: Always.
 Newkirk: Always. I've seen the honor roll. (Laughs.) You got the honor roll.
 Richardson: Yup, honor roll every year.
 Newkirk: Congratulations.
 Richardson: Two times in a row.
 Newkirk: Congratulations.
 Richardson: Thank you.
 Williams: I'm a proud parent, of course.
 Newkirk: Catch me up; catch me up. What's been going on with you the last five years?
 Williams: I changed jobs; I moved. I'm in a different spot. And I'm in a different place than I was five years ago.
 Newkirk: What kind of place?
 Williams: I'm at a peace state, like letting things go that don't mean me no good, you know, I'm trying to just go a different route.


Newkirk: I wanted to know more about that different route. So I stayed a little while.

[Music]

Newkirk: From The Atlantic, this is a special episode of Floodlines, "Part IX: Rebirth."

It's Sunday, after church time, when we meet Le-Ann. We're trying to hurry up and talk so we can get back across town to catch a second line before it rains. We're in Le-Ann's new home, and the living room is full of family, everybody just shooting the breeze. She rents here and lives with her mother, Patricia, and with Destiny. It's a quiet street.

Newkirk: What's this neighborhood we in?
 Williams: We in Pontchartrain Park.
 Newkirk: Pontchartrain Park. It's a historic neighborhood.
 Williams: Yes, it is.
 Newkirk: So last time we met you were out in the East.


Newkirk: Back then, in 2020, Le-Ann lived in a smaller place off a busy road in New Orleans East. She was working around the clock to provide for Destiny. It was far from the part of the city where she'd grown up, and she told us then how much she resented being forced away from the only home she'd known.

New Orleans East was a tough place to live. After the floodwaters receded, it became sort of a holding area for people pushed out from the core of the city by rising rents and gentrification. When Le-Ann was living there, it was known for crime, violence, for food deserts, for pollution, for all the things you don't want when you're raising a little girl.

Williams: I just feel like we just was forgotten about, pushed into different neighborhoods. And yeah, the East is dangerous--it's dangerous out there. Don't pump gas at night. If you're on E, you just try and make it home on E. (Laughs.) And a lot of crime is happening now, especially with our youth.
 When I was a kid, you could easily go to the gym, get on the swimming team, the double-dutch team, anything. They don't even have activities like that no more, so it's easy for the youth to get into things and get in trouble. There's a lot of carjacking. They're doing that now--for fun. 


Newkirk: The East had felt like a magnet for tragedy. And sure enough, in 2023, when Destiny was around the same age Le-Ann had been during Katrina, catastrophe struck again. But this time, it was a more personal kind of storm. Le-Ann's stepfather, Jeffrey Hills, the man who'd helped raise her and who'd tried to protect her during Katrina, died suddenly in his sleep, at the age of 47. Talking there in Le-Ann's living room, the loss still felt recent and present.

Williams: That was two years ago.
 Newkirk: People say that's a long time, but that's not a long time.
 Williams: That's not.
 Newkirk: Yeah. How you dealing with it now?
 Williams: Better than two years ago, you know? But we still take it day by day.


Newkirk: The room got a little quieter. Everyone was still grieving. Patricia, Le-Ann's mom, had lost her husband and partner: for Le-Ann, a father in everything but blood. Jeffrey was smart and he loved books, and he'd always taken pride in her academics. Destiny was his only grandchild, and you know he spoiled her.

But Jeffrey wasn't just a cornerstone of the family. He was a special part of the whole community. If you were in New Orleans, you knew Jeffrey. He was a veteran tuba player in the city, and he'd played with basically all the big brass bands. He taught and mentored young musicians. I'd seen him play before I even met Le-Ann. His name gets mentioned with all the legends who've come through here. And just like it had been for them, for Tuba Fats and Kerwin James and all the rest, when he died, his comrades played in his honor.

[Music]

Newkirk: They played for days. And when it came time to put Jeffrey to rest, they threw a second line like you ain't never seen. All back in the heart of the Sixth Ward, where Le-Ann used to live.

Williams: And when he had his funeral and everything, and it felt like the New Orleans before Katrina. His friends from the band, everybody, musicians, every musician we knew was there for him. And it was Jazz Fest time. A lot of people didn't go to Jazz Fest; they came. He had gigs lined up for Jazz Fest and everything. So a lot of the musicians didn't go to the Jazz Fest. They came there for his funeral. And my family all was together, everybody was laughing, and it just felt like the Treme area where I grew up in.


Newkirk: It was like a trip back in time. Back when cousins lived down the street and they used to play pitty-pat. It was bittersweet that it took death to bring back a little bit of the old magic.

But there would be more death before long--more people to grieve and more reasons to reminisce on the old days. The day after Jeffrey's funeral, Le-Ann found out her brother Christian was gone too.

Williams: My brother was staying with me. He died--he got killed two blocks from my house as soon as he left from my house. He got his bike out the yard, and somebody killed him.


Newkirk: Now she had to grieve her stepfather and her brother, and to be a support for everyone else.

All the trauma of Katrina, all the moving and all the setbacks, all the big life changes like becoming a mother: It had all forced Le-Ann to grow up early. Christian's and Jeffrey's deaths were like a second growing-up.

For Le-Ann, what this all meant was that she would have to try to be the kind of cornerstone that Jeffrey had been. She felt like the family was being driven apart, and she wanted to do what she could to hold everything together.

Williams: You know, I'm grown, grown now--you know, people depending on me and things like that. I gotta make sure our family get together. (Laughs.)
 Newkirk: Do you feel like it's harder to keep up with people now that you're spread out?
 Williams: Yeah, it is. We probably, you know, say a thing or two on Facebook with each other.


Newkirk: On Sundays like this one, Le-Ann tries to get as many people in one place as she can, to eat and chat or watch Saints games. And during Mardi Gras season, she goes all in. The main event for the family is Endymion. It's one of the biggest Mardi Gras parades, and every year thousands of people march. It's a time.

Williams: I made a Facebook page: "Family is going to Endymion." And we get on there, we say who's bringing what, and what time, you know, who's holding the spots down. And we all get together for Endymion every--since I was a kid. And you know, I just kind of keep the tradition going on for our kids.


Newkirk: For her kid. For Destiny.

Newkirk: I know she's sitting right here, but can you tell us a little more about Destiny?
 Williams: Oh my god. Destiny--she's smart, she is kind, very headstrong. I have a good baby. I do. Beautiful.
 Newkirk: She sound like you: smart, headstrong.
 Patricia Hills: Yes.
 Newkirk: Oh, you think so?


Newkirk: Le-Ann's mom, Patricia, is there behind me.

Hills: Very smart. Yes.
 Newkirk: Mm-hmm.
 Hills: Very smart. Just like her mom, very smart.
 Williams: Yeah, I'm proud of her. (Laughs.) I am. I'm a proud parent. Like, you know, you tell your child things, and you know it go in one ear and out the other sometimes. But when they actually listen and do what you say, that's a blessing.
 Newkirk: And we heard, you told us Destiny just got your first job, right?
 Richardson: Yeah.
 Newkirk: How long you been working there?
 Richardson: Probably like, what, a month or two now?
 Williams: About two months.
 Richardson: About two months.
 Newkirk: So what's that, two, three paychecks so far?
 Richardson: Yeah, I think so
 Williams: Three paychecks.
 Richardson: Yeah.
 Newkirk: All right, how does that feel?
 Richardson: Good. It feels good to have your own money (Laughs.) and buy your own self stuff. I like my job, though. It's nice. It's fun. And then you meet a lot of people from, like, all over the world, cause there is like a tourism mall.


Newkirk: In a lot of ways, Destiny is just like any other 16-year-old. She wants to get her license. She had a little marching-band drama. She's spending those paychecks. She goes to the mall with her friends.

But she's also dealing with things that would be hard for anyone, let alone a teenager. She's coping with loss and has witnessed her fair share of violence. Aside from the get-togethers her mom organizes, she doesn't always have the same closeness to family that Le-Ann did before the flood. It's like there's some ghost of Katrina that haunts parts of her life. It's eerie to see that ghost whenever she watches the old footage in documentaries.

Newkirk: How do you think about Katrina? What's the first thing that comes to mind?
 Richardson: A disaster. It's like when I watch it, sometimes it'll be heartbreaking to watch it because you see the people like with their family, babies and all that. It's hot, nobody to help them. You're like, these people was really out here for days doing this, trying to get food, nobody coming to help them, water everywhere, clothes sticky. I don't want to be like that after the hurricane. (Laughs.) It, it was just a lot. Like, a lot to take in, especially for the people I know. It was a lot for them. People dying.
 Richardson: That's a lot.
 Newkirk: Well, you look at those documentaries and imagine your mama going through that?
 Richardson: I could see her, she's (Laughs.)--I could just see her scared, nerves bad. She already nerve-racking, now, (Laughs.) so I could just see her (Laughs.) when a hurricane hit there after. Probably worrying my grandma, worrying everybody in the house.
 Hills: Yes, yes.


Newkirk: Naturally, Destiny doesn't have the same fears and anxieties that Le-Ann has. She likes to poke fun at her mother for being skittish whenever a storm comes around. But Le-Ann says she's learned her lesson. She's evacuating every time. It doesn't matter how much Destiny jokes about it.

Richardson: She'll leave even if it's a one-category storm--hurricane. She'd be so scared: We leaving, let's go, we leaving. We ain't waiting to see if it gets stronger or not. We leaving.
 Williams: But she never experienced something like that before, and she never will, because we're leaving.
 Richardson: She leaving. She says she sure won't go through nothing like that again.
 Williams: I don't care what! No, indeed, I have a child, so I know how my mom and them felt.
 Hills: You know, I just remember my baby being scared.


Newkirk: Le-Ann and Patricia walked through the floodwaters together. They have a shared story, and shared memories that I'd heard before, from Le-Ann. Now, hearing things from Patricia's point of view, as a parent myself, helped me really understand just how agonizing it all was.

Hills: She was the oldest and she got the most experiences, and she knew about it and she was scared and stuff like that.
 Williams: Yes indeed.
 Hills: When Hurricane Katrina hit and I just remember my baby being scared and asking if Momma, we going to die? And I said, No, we're not. Honey, I said, God got us. We gonna get outta here.


Newkirk: In that moment, Le-Ann had come to understand just how vulnerable she was. It wasn't just the storm or the flood. The city and the federal government had turned their backs on her. It all left a mark.

Williams: I said, They gonna leave us here to die. They don't care. I, I said, I hear stories about, oh, you, you know, Black and this and that and poor communities and you know, these things I hear about, but they actually go through something and live it--that's something different. Like, Nobody's coming to save us? I mean, newborn babies out there, they have dead bodies just laying--older folks can't take it. They just dropping. I'm like, My God, this is real.
 Newkirk: And so you said, Never again to that.
 Williams: I'm not taking--she's not going through that. She's not. Now, just in her mind to worry about something like that, so young, to worry if she's gonna die or if somebody's coming to save--no, she would never. Not if I have breath in my body. She's not waiting on nobody to rescue her. I'm gonna be the one.


[Music]

Newkirk: When I last sat down with Le-Ann, way back in 2020, I played her tape from my interview with the ex-FEMA director Michael Brown.

Michael Brown (Floodlines clip): So you tell Le-Ann I'm sorry, but you tell Le-Ann that her responsibility is to understand the nature of the risk where she lives and to be prepared for it. Knowing that somebody's not going to come--the shining knight in armor is not going to come and rescue her when that fear sets in.


Newkirk: It feels like Le-Ann's response to that is to become the knight in shining armor for everyone else. To take care of people. To make sure that her daughter and her family never feel abandoned like she did. I asked her if she saw Destiny's childhood as like an alternate-reality version of her own, one without that abandonment.

Newkirk: You were 14 when you had to leave the city. Destiny is 16. Do you see, maybe, in Destiny what that childhood could have been like without that disaster?
 Williams: I think about it. I used to think about it a lot--like, where would I have ended up? Would my life, you know, still be the same? Or would I have went off to college like my daughter wants to do? But now I'm like, I'm where I'm supposed to be exactly. This is where God wants me to be, you know? I'm where I'm supposed to be today.


[Break]

Williams (Floodlines clip): It's crazy. There's nowhere in the world I'd rather be than here. I love it. It's my home. It's my home. I love New Orleans. I done been to Arizona, Texas, Mississippi after Katrina. Nothing like New Orleans. Nothing's like New Orleans.


Newkirk: One of the things Le-Ann talks about a lot is how much she loves her new neighborhood. She says it's safer, and her street is quiet and peaceful. And it's a bit closer to where she grew up.

Newkirk: It's better out here?
 Williams: Yeah, it's much better.
 Newkirk: It's pretty out here, and you got the levee right there. You was on the levees in the east, too, so you go up on both. (Laughs.) You still go up there with daiquiris or not?
 Williams: (Laughs.) We have wine. We have wine.
 Newkirk: You have wine? Okay, so it's a classy establishment. We have wine.
 Williams: Yes, wine. We have our wine nights.


Newkirk: Now Destiny's the one who goes up to the levee most often, but to walk her mom's dog, an adorable French bulldog named Frenchy.

Richardson: No, right here!
 Newkirk: Right up there?
 Richardson: Nah, right here.


Newkirk: I wanted to check it out, so we took a walk together. It's not like the levee at the old place, where you could climb up and see into the water, which Le-Ann loved to do. But up here, maybe it's best that the water is out of sight. The levees here overlook the Industrial Canal, where it meets the lake. It's a critical point in the complex system of flood control that defines New Orleans. In 2005, certain parts of this very neighborhood stood under 15 feet of water after the levees were overtopped. There's a new floodgate now, built by the good old Army Corps of Engineers, that's supposed to stop that from happening again. Le-Ann is not so sure.

Williams: We're sitting in a bowl. Mississippi, Pontchartrain--we're just surrounded by water. We're below sea level. So just imagine, the water's on top of us, and the city's just down here. The water sits like that, so that's why we're below sea level, so the wind is just going down. You can't go up; you're going down! So that's the scary thing about, too, where we live. We're below sea level. I told you that before.
 Richardson: Yeah.
 Williams: Like, I explained it.
 Richardson: Now you see why I won't stay down here? That's another cue for me to go.
 Williams: Keep moving, huh?


Newkirk: Destiny is kinda over it. She's heard a lot about Katrina from her mother. When she was younger, Le-Ann even made her sit through a class she put together for Destiny and her friends.

Williams: Yeah, I had a classroom. I fed them every day. They had lunch and everything, breakfast. They had their lunchtime and then they had their time when their parents come pick them up.
 Newkirk: So were you rolling your eyes?
 Richardson: Was I?
 Williams: And one day we had--they watched the documentary of Katrina and they had to write about it, like different things.
 Richardson: Yes. My grandpa Jeffrey was in the documentary! Walking in the water with my auntie.
 Williams: He was walking with auntie. He in there.


Newkirk: Even with all the teenage eye-rolling, you can tell Destiny is proud of her family's story, especially of her grandfather. And that brought Le-Ann and Destiny back to talking about Jeffrey. About how much he meant to them, and how he represented what New Orleans used to be. They pulled up a video of his funeral and started reminiscing.

Williams: The band came in the funeral home.
 Newkirk: Oh wow!
 Williams: Look at how packed it was.
 Richardson: It was so pretty.
 Williams: My pastor say, I've never seen a celebration like this, my God! The band come in the funeral home?
 Richardson: Yes, that was nice.


[Music]

Newkirk: Standing here in the grass, by the levees, the sun slipping behind a cloud, we watched together.

Richardson: They had so many people out there and so many people in the funeral home.
 Williams: When they opened the door.
 Richardson: When they open the door, that's when you really saw the people. All the people wasn't even in the funeral home.
 Williams: Yes.
 Richardson: They had beaucoup people standing outside.
 Williams: He was well known--a tuba player.
 Richardson: They had 11 tubas out there for him.
 Newkirk: Oh, wow.


Newkirk: It seems to me like they weren't just mourning Jeffrey, but also how they'd lived, and who they were. It got Le-Ann to thinking about her childhood in the Sixth Ward, and to telling Destiny stories she'd already heard 100 times.

Williams: We just did that. If my cousin had a tambourine, we'll sit on a curb and they'll just make a beat. And we'll just start doing, like, little songs and stuff like that. That's what we did with each other. We all say something.
 Richardson: Y'all, it's raining.


Newkirk: And then it started to rain.

Newkirk: We got to move.
 Williams: Look at that. Oh Lord, we don't want the sugar to melt, huh?
 Newkirk: I got a gel in my hair. What you talking about?
 Williams: Okay!


Newkirk: We split up, and dried out for a little bit. I put some more gel in my hair.

[Music]

Newkirk: In the evening, we met back up with Le-Ann and Destiny at an ice-cream parlor uptown.

Richardson: She's getting a Creole Clown. He's dressed up like a clown, the ice cream. I want to take a picture of him for the aesthetic.


Newkirk: Destiny did get that Creole Clown ice cream. For the aesthetic.

Newkirk: So they serve it upside down?
 Richardson: And they got whipped cream.
 Williams: Girl, he is too cute.
 Richardson: Yes.


Newkirk: I thought it would be nice to end my time with Le-Ann and Destiny with an ice cream. Back during Katrina, when Le-Ann was escaping the flood, after she'd waded through rat-infested waters, cut her foot stepping on something sharp, and climbed up onto the baking-hot freeway, she saw a man with a cooler who handed her and her family ice creams.

Williams (Floodlines clip): He saying, Ice cream! Ice cream! It's hot. I got ice cream, cold drinks, and water! Come on, baby. Get y'all something to drink, and, I know y'all, you know, thirsty and stuff.


Newkirk: She told us she got a strawberry shortcake.

Williams (Floodlines clip): A strawberry shortcake. You know? You ever had one of those? Yeah. It's good. I got one of them.


Newkirk: The moment has always stuck with me as a symbol of how we misunderstand disaster and, by extension, what really happened during Katrina. There's still, even today, a misconception that disasters--that this disaster in particular brought out the worst in people. That it exposed some latent savagery or lack of morals. But what I've seen, over and over again, is that Katrina really showed just how much people loved each other. How much they loved their communities and their city. What was exposed, though, was how little the country and that city loved them. It feels like, in her own way, Le-Ann is trying to rectify that.

Newkirk: Do you feel like you are like the heart of the family now?
 Williams: Yes. And sometimes that get overwhelming. It does.
 Newkirk: What do you do when you feel overwhelmed?
 Williams: Pray. I pray a lot.


Newkirk: She's overwhelmed a lot. Being the person everyone else relies on is hard, and it can feel like every single thing is on her shoulders. She's doing her best to take up the role Jeffrey played, but now she understands how much of a toll that takes on a person.

Williams: It feel like I'm always responsible for everybody, like, everybody. And sometimes I'm like, Who responsible for Le-Ann? You know, having everybody's back and making sure everybody's good. And sometimes you're like, you know, Who has my back?


Newkirk: But she also takes pride now in the fact that people around the city know her and know her story.

Newkirk: Do you feel like, you know, between us and all the other stuff, are you--would you call yourself an ambassador now for New Orleans, for the city?
 Williams: Yes, I want to put my city on; I wanna, you know, bring light to my people, you know, in New Orleans, no matter what race you is or not, because we family down here, and I just want to bring attention to that.
 [Music]


Newkirk: Le-Ann still believes in her city, and she wants to stake a new claim to it. She wants to own her own home in New Orleans. She's working as a phlebotomist, and doing her best to support everybody and build up her credit.

Williams: It's going to take a minute, but I'm going to do it.
 Newkirk: So ideally, what's your dream house look like?
 Williams: Oh. Look, I think about it all the time when I just see houses. I'm like, Oh my God, I can't wait to--especially to have something that, you know, that I got that I can probably leave my child. You know, something I can call my own. Me and Destiny, we right by the lake, we love looking at those houses. We just go through looking at houses, like Oh my God.
 Richardson: We'll be like, Ooh that pool big, their backyard big. That house so big!
 Williams: Oh my God, this is living right here. We just, you know--
 Newkirk: What color is your dream door?
 Williams: I want to say red. (Laughs.)
 Richardson: Red?
 Williams: Old-school.
 Richardson: Yes.


Newkirk: She wants a red door, just like her grandma's house on Dumaine Street had.

Richardson: A big, big backyard.
 Williams: We have to have a big backyard. Ooh, yes, indeed. My family is big--I got to have a big backyard.


Newkirk: Le-Ann wants to be able to leave Destiny something of her own in New Orleans. But Destiny is looking at colleges out of state.

Newkirk: So Destiny, if you leave, do you ever see yourself coming back?
 Richardson: Probably not. I'll probably come back for like, events and stuff--probably, like, Mardi Gras and all that. But as far as coming back to stay, no.


Newkirk: It's the place where mother and daughter seem to differ most. Le-Ann was forced across the country, and then across the city, and has spent her whole life since trying to get back. Destiny wants to see the world for herself, to get out. She's working hard in school, and she's looking at colleges out of state. She's got the grades to leave.

Newkirk: Have you taken any visits yet?
 Richardson: No, I ain't taken no visits yet. They be emailing me and stuff for visits, but I haven't took no visits.
 Williams: They gave her $500.
 Richardson: Oh yeah, I had got one of CASE scholarships for Mercer. It's at home in the envelope. Yeah, and if I go there, they'll give me $2,000 more, plus the scholarship I've been built up on when I graduate.
 Newkirk: You already getting scholarships?
 Richardson: Yeah.
 Newkirk: She's saying it real low-key-like. All right.


Newkirk: But still, for as much as Destiny maybe wants to get out of New Orleans, she's got her mother's story with her. She might not know Katrina firsthand, but she knows the importance of taking care of people.

Newkirk: Anybody tell y'all y'all are pretty similar?
 Richardson: Yeah, I hear that a lot.
 Newkirk: (Laughs.)
 Richardson: They say our personalities are similar.
 Williams: My cousin tell me all the time, she was like, You're hard on her, but she's really strong minded. You don't have to worry about her. Destiny knows her way. She was like, You need to give her more credit than what you're doing because she, you know, she's a good kid.
 Newkirk: Do you--when people compare you to your mother, is that something where you roll your eyes?
 Richardson: Yes, I be like, Oh my God. (Laughs.) They'd be, like, Aw, girl, you act just like your mama and how she acted when she was younger, but just a little bit more--better or something. I was like, Ah, girl. Here they go with this again.


Newkirk: Le-Ann wants to protect Destiny, and to give her the things she didn't have. But I wonder if maybe she's got it backwards. Maybe her family has the thing that other families, rich and poor, Black and white, need. Maybe they've got what other people are searching for. The things we lost in our own personal floods over the past five years: family, community, and connection. We lost memory; we lost time. What we need is care.

Newkirk: So how was the ice cream?
 Richardson: That was good.
 Williams: It was.
 Richardson: I'm gonna most definitely get that again.
 Newkirk: The clown, the clown was solid?
 Richardson: Yeah, he's still got his eyes and his hat.
 Newkirk: Okay. If I could eat dairy, you know--
 Richardson: You can't eat dairy? You should've told me! I would have picked something else. (Laughs.)
 Newkirk: No, this is fine. This is fine. Look, between the dairy and the shellfish, I come here and I fast.


Newkirk: We finished our ice creams and walked out into the summer. And then Le-Ann and Destiny went home.

[Music]

Floodlines is a production of The Atlantic. This episode was reported and produced by me and Jocelyn Frank. The executive producer of audio, and our editor, is Claudine Ebeid. Our managing editor is Andrea Valdez. Fact-check by Will Gordon.

Music by Chief Adjuah and Anthony Braxton.

Sound design, mix, and additional music by David Herman. Special thanks to Nancy DeVille.
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Why Marriage Survives

The institution has adapted, and is showing new signs of resilience.

by Brad Wilcox




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

"There is zero statistical advantage" to getting married if you are a man in America today, Andrew Tate argued in a viral 2022 video on "why modern men don't want marriage." Women, he believes, are worthless anchors--"They want you monogamous so that your testosterone level drops," he posted on X last fall--and your marriage is likely to end in ruin anyway. "If you use your mind, if you use your head instead of your heart, and you look at the advantages to getting married," there are none.

The loudest voice in the manosphere is infamous for many things, including criminal charges of human trafficking, rape, and assault. (Tate has denied these charges.) But he is also notorious for launching a new front in the culture wars over marriage, aimed mostly at teenage boys and young men.

Tate believes that men no longer receive the deference they deserve from women in marriage, and bear more risk in divorce. He argues that men should focus on getting strong, making lots of money, and using--but not investing themselves in--the opposite sex. His evident appeal--clips of Tate garner hundreds of millions of impressions on YouTube and TikTok--would seem to be yet one more sign that our oldest social institution is in trouble.

Brad Wilcox: The awfulness of elite hypocrisy on marriage

Critics on the left have been questioning the value of the institution for much longer, albeit from a different angle and with less venom than Tate. The realities of marriage in recent decades no doubt provide fuel for several varieties of criticism. Before divorce became widely permissible in the 1970s, difficult marriages--and even dangerous ones, for women--were by no means rare. Many women's career dreams were thwarted by the demands of marriage, and some still are today. Many men have been hit hard financially and sidelined from their children's lives by divorce. Innumerable children of divorce have had their faith in marriage extinguished by their parents' inability to get along (a pattern that may help explain Tate's animus toward the institution; his parents divorced when he was a child).

Some of these dynamics are both a cause and a consequence of the great family revolution of the late 20th century--one in which divorce and single parenthood surged. The share of prime-age adults (25 to 55) who were married fell from 83 percent in 1960 to 57 percent in 2010, according to census data, and the share of children born to unmarried parents rose from 5 to 41 percent.

These trends have left Americans bearish about marriage. Until 2022, the share of prime-age adults who were married was still on a long, slow downward march. According to a 2023 Pew Research Center survey, a plurality of men and women were "pessimistic about the institution of marriage and the family."

From the October 1997 issue: Can the government prevent divorce?

But reports of marriage's demise are exaggerated. Rather quietly, the post-'60s family revolution appears to have ended. Divorce is down and the share of children in two-parent families is up. Marriage as a social institution is showing new strength--even among groups that drifted away from the institution in the 20th century, including Black and working-class Americans. And contrary to criticisms on the left and right, that's good news not only for America's kids, but also--on average, though not always--for married men and women today.

"If the ongoing revolution in family and gender arrangements is largely irreversible," the progressive family historian Stephanie Coontz said in an address to the National Council on Family Relations in 2013, "then we have to recognize divorced families, single-parent families, and married-couple families are all here to stay."

At the time of her talk, the divorce rate was about twice as high as it had been in 1960, though it had come down somewhat from its 1981 peak. Nonmarital childbearing, meanwhile, had recently climbed to a record high. But even as Coontz spoke, two important shifts in family dynamics were under way.

First, the decline in the divorce rate was accelerating. Since the early 1980s, the divorce rate has now fallen by almost 40 percent--and about half of that decline has happened in just the past 15 years. (Unless otherwise noted, all figures in this article are the result of my analysis of national data.) The idea that marriage will end in failure half the time or more--well entrenched in many American minds--is out-of-date. The proportion of first marriages expected to end in divorce has fallen to about 40 percent in recent years.

Second, nonmarital childbearing, after almost half a century of increase, stalled out in 2009 at 41 percent, ticking down to about 40 percent a few years later, where it has remained. For children, less divorce and a small decline in childbearing outside wedlock mean more stability. After falling for more than 40 years beginning in the late 1960s, the share of children living in married families bottomed out at 64 percent in 2012 before rising to 66 percent in 2024, according to the Census Bureau's Current Population Survey. And the share of children raised in an intact married family for the duration of their childhood has climbed from a low point of 52 percent in 2014 to 54 percent in 2024.

A third shift may now be under way as well, although it is much less established than the first two. The rate of new marriages among prime-age adults, which hit a nadir during the pandemic, has risen in each of the three years of data since 2020. In 2023, the most recent year available, it was higher than in any year since 2008. At least some of this increase is a post-pandemic bounce, but the share of all prime-age adults who are married has also leveled off in the past few years, which suggests that the decades-long decline in the proportion of Americans who are married may have reached its low point.

Listen: The new divide in American marriage

Some of these shifts are modest. Coontz was surely right that couples and families in the U.S. will continue to live in a variety of arrangements. And particular caution is warranted as to the number of new marriages--it is quite possible that the longer trend toward fewer people marrying will reassert itself. But as a likely success story for those who do wed, and as an anchor for American family life, marriage looks like it's coming back. Stable marriage is a norm again, and the way that most people rear the rising generation.









The Harvard anthropologist Joseph Henrich has observed that "marriage represents the keystone institution for most--though not all--societies and may be the most primeval of human institutions." On every continent and in every era, in more patriarchal societies and more egalitarian ones, it has governed family relationships. As an institution, it seems to build on the "evolutionary psychology of both men and women," writes Nicholas Christakis, a sociologist at Yale, which "is to exchange love for support."

The institution's record contains no shortage of injustices. In many times and places, marriage has been bound up with the oppression of women. (This article focuses mostly on heterosexual marriages, because marriage was not legal for same-sex couples until very recently.) Still, given the long history of marriage's persistence, its recent resilience in the U.S. should not be shocking. Nor should the reasons for that resilience. As it has before, marriage in the U.S. is adapting to changing circumstances and expectations. It is different now from the institution that looked so troubled in the late 1960s and the '70s.

One notable example is family care. Most marriages in the United States today are not throwbacks to the '50s when it comes to domestic responsibilities; husbands are more willing to lean in. The amount of time that American fathers spend on child care increased from 2.5 hours a week in 1965 to nine hours in 2024, according to Pew and the American Time Use Survey. Over this same period, the share of time spent on child care by dads rose from 25 to 62 percent of what moms provided.

Indeed, one reason the United States' birth rate may be higher than those of East Asian countries such as Japan and South Korea--where the fertility rate has fallen to 1.15 and 0.75 babies per woman, respectively, well below the U.S. rate of 1.6--is that men in those countries do much less child care and household labor than men in the U.S. Even as women around the world embrace the "egalitarian frontier," in the words of the social scientist Alice Evans, men in some cultures have maintained their old habits. "As a result," Evans writes, "the sexes drift apart." This may help explain why South Korea has seen marriages tank and its fertility rate fall to the lowest in the world.

There is no single model for a good marriage in the U.S. today, and most couples have their struggles. Men still do less child care and housework, and disagreements over the division of household labor are a source of tension for some couples. Many women still value some traditional traits in men, such as breadwinning, and some men's unreliability as breadwinners is a source of strain for them and their wives. A 2016 study on divorce published in the American Sociological Review found that when a husband was not employed full-time, his risk of divorce shot up by 33 percent the following year; when a wife was unemployed, her odds of divorce did not change. Employment difficulties among less-educated men are a big reason marriage rates are lower among the working class than among college graduates.

Olga Khazan: Why it's so hard to get so many men to do more housework

But on the whole, marriage confers benefits to women and men alike. According to the 2024 General Social Survey, married men and women ages 25 to 55 are more than twice as likely to be "very happy" with their life as their nonmarried peers. Married people--men and women both--live longer, are more financially secure, and build more wealth than single Americans.

In 2022, I worked with YouGov to survey some 2,000 married men and women, asking about their overall marital happiness and how they'd rate their spouse on a range of indicators. The happiest wives in the survey were those who gave their husbands good marks for fairness in the marriage, being attentive to them, providing, and being protective (that is, making them feel safe, physically and otherwise). Specifically, 81 percent of wives age 55 or younger who gave their husbands high marks on at least three of these qualities were very happily married, compared with just 25 percent of wives who gave them high marks on two or fewer. And, in part because most wives were reasonably happy with the job their husband was doing on at least three out of four of these fronts, most wives were very happy with their husband, according to our survey. In fact, we found that more than two-thirds of wives in this age group--and husbands, too--were very happy with their marriage overall.

I believe it's important for teen boys and young men to hear the entirety of this message. Marriage changes men, but not in the nefarious ways Andrew Tate might think. Men work harder and find more success at work after they get married; they drink less as well. And marriage can channel noble characteristics and behaviors that have classically been identified with masculinity: protection, provision, ambition, stoicism. That's good for both men and women--and can help young men identify and work toward a model of prosocial masculinity that diverges from the one being peddled by manosphere influencers such as Tate.

Marriage's comeback is good news for society: Children raised in two-parent homes are much more likely to graduate from college than those raised in other families, and less likely to be incarcerated. Kids who don't live with both of their married parents are far more likely to be depressed than those raised in intact families. After surveying the research on child well-being, the economist Melissa Kearney concluded that the "evidence is clear, even if the punchline is uncomfortable: children are more likely to thrive--behaviorally and academically, and ultimately in the labor market and adult life--if they grow up with the advantages of a two-parent home." Her view reflects the mainstream academic consensus on family structure and children today.

Melissa Kearney: A driver of inequality that not enough people are talking about

But marriage's comeback is, of course, incomplete. Although the trend may be starting to reverse, the share of all Americans who get married has fallen significantly since the '60s, and there is abundant evidence that many young adults today are reluctant to marry, or are having trouble finding partners they want to marry. In particular, marriage has become more selective over time socioeconomically. A majority of college-educated Americans ages 25 to 55 (62 percent) are married, versus a minority of less-educated Americans (49 percent), according to the 2023 American Community Survey. This bifurcation did not exist half a century ago and is one reason marriages are more durable today: Money makes everything easier.

The plight of working-class men in the labor force is worth underlining here. Among prime-age men, the less educated are nearly twice as likely not to be employed full-time as those with a college degree. And as working-class men's connection to the labor force has frayed, so too has their connection to the ties that bind. If, as a society, we want more adults to see their way into a lasting and happy marriage, then we would do well to focus on helping these men find their way to good jobs first.

But the idea that successful marriages are attainable only by certain groups today is misguided. Since 2012, divorce rates have been falling for working-class Americans and Black Americans, too--and the share of kids being raised in married families for these two groups has stabilized. (In fact, the proportion of Black children being raised in a married-parent family rose from 33 percent in 2012 to 39 percent in 2024.) And across both class and racial lines, marriage is linked to greater happiness, household earnings, and wealth for women and men.

Derek Thompson: America's 'marriage material' shortage

In the past, American society has readily advocated for behaviors that can improve lives and reduce social problems--campaigns against smoking and teen pregnancy are two examples. We should at a minimum strive to ensure that young people have an accurate understanding of marriage today, not one that's outdated--and certainly not one supplied by cranks and zealots.

Marriage is not for everyone--of course it isn't. But men and women who are flying solo--without a spouse--typically report their lives to be less meaningful and more lonely. The share of unmarried men ages 25 to 55 who say they are unhappy in the General Social Survey more than doubled from the late 1990s to the 2020s. That fact alone highlights just how wrong Andrew Tate is about men and marriage.



This article appears in the September 2025 print edition with the headline "Why Marriage Survives."
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A Novelist's Cure for the 'Loneliness Epidemic'

Eloghosa Osunde's new book offers a vision of kinship for a world that is steadily growing more disconnected.

by Tope Folarin




In the summer of 2018, I found myself enraptured by the television show Pose, a first-of-its-kind drama that featured a cast of Black and brown transgender performers. Much of the press around the series--nearly all of it, actually--highlighted this fact, and I approached the show with some trepidation, expecting it to feature gauzy, conventional storylines in an attempt to attract a mainstream audience. Indeed, amid its gritty sequences of emotional turmoil was a focus on the most conventional television theme of all--the obligations and joys of family life. But this turned out to be Pose's most interesting asset, because what distinguished its kitchen-table scenes from others, and its family from my own, was that each member had chosen to be there.

Pose presents the concept of chosen family as both a necessary lifeline for trans people and an enthralling and recurrent act of love. These characters, and the real people whose lives served as inspiration for them, choose one another continually, though their bonds are often not recognized by external authorities. Those of us seeking to build meaningful connections to people with whom we share little but our common humanity might have something to learn from them.

I thought of Pose a great deal while reading Necessary Fiction, the Nigerian writer Eloghosa Osunde's second novel. The book follows a group of queer Nigerian characters who fit awkwardly within their biological communities and who, as a result, must form new ones. Families are the driving force of this novel, and Osunde depicts them in various forms: families falling apart as they bicker and grow in different directions, families that have all but ceased to function, and newly formed families, fragile and delicately wrought. Osunde's characters pursue degrees and jobs, and they seek self-actualization, but their understanding of life is filtered almost entirely through their closest relationships.

Osunde has published this novel amid a flood of LGBTQ literature from Africa, and specifically Nigeria, that is perhaps a reaction to the sorry state of gay rights across the continent. Yet Necessary Fiction is singular because it subtly transposes an idea that recurs in queer media--that families are both essential and malleable--to a broader tapestry of human lives, the billions of us around the globe who find ourselves isolated despite our reliance on tools that promise connection. By unbinding family from biological duty, the novel imagines connection as an act of sustained intention, not inherited obligation. It offers not only a story about queer life in Nigeria, but also a vision of how kinship might evolve for everyone in a world of increasing mobility, urbanization, and atomization.

Read: What to read when you want to reimagine family

Necessary Fiction includes a sprawling cast of characters whose connections vary in depth and intensity--Osunde helpfully provides a list at the beginning of the book--and throughout the novel we meet small clusters of them, observing as they attract or repel one another. Yet the most vital and arresting moment occurs 19 pages in, well before Osunde has formally introduced most of the novel's players. In a chapter titled "Truth Circle," a group of queer friends discuss their lives, relationships, and regrets in a 10-page scene that unfolds entirely in dialogue.

They remember the tragic 2020 Lekki massacre in Lagos State, when soldiers opened fire on unarmed protesters; they share stories of estrangement from their direct kin; they reflect on the overwhelming burden of projecting strength even as they unravel internally; they explore the shifting definitions of what it means to be "normal."

Threaded through all this heaviness, however, is a palpable joy, a kind of luminous gratitude for having found one another, despite their presence in a country that routinely shuns them. One character, reflecting on the recent loss of a loved one, says that they "also feel thanks, because who wouldn't have reasons to, with people like you as fam? You guys are that for me."

The "truth circle" in this scene is a space of confession and free expression, but it is also a crucible in which the characters create and affirm their bonds to one another. Over the course of these pages, the reader begins to discern the outlines of their relationships through hints about how they came to know and care for one another. But most important, Osunde introduces them immediately as a family, inviting readers to think of people they don't yet know as parts of a coherent whole, one they have forged in order to survive.

Osunde also reminds the reader how deeply vulnerable, and deeply restorative, conversations among family members can be when they're sustained through loyalty and mutual respect. Though grounded in queer experience, the scene's emotional resonance extends beyond it. Osunde seems to be proposing a model of kinship that could serve anyone navigating alienation or rupture.

As the book progresses, we learn more about the people who were present at the truth circle, and eventually one character, a DJ named May, takes center stage. Osunde describes May as a "free" person, someone "even rebels look up to and say, Wow, you're so brave." She has a tense relationship with her father, a man of "unending charisma and gaslighting," and recognizes "that something about her mother was different, that she had an askewness to her that her friends' mothers did not have." One point of friction between mother and daughter is May's gender identity; as May grows older, her mother begins to understand that "May was not the daughter she was raising. May was something else beyond that--something more manly than a daughter, more feminine than a son--an inbetweener."

Read: A redacted past slowly emerges

One day May calls home and learns that her mother is in the hospital after her father insisted on "yet another psychiatric hold." May falls into despair and confides in her roommates, twins who were present at the truth circle. She confesses that she longs for a motherly presence, and the twins introduce her to their aunt, who goes by "Aunty G" (we eventually learn the "G" stands for "Gladness"). What follows is one of the most quietly transformative relationships in the book. May eventually tells Aunty G about her love life, something she never felt comfortable doing with her own mother. Osunde captures the poignancy of this connection:

It wasn't that Aunty G was a replacement mother or anything. Aunty G was just the elder of her dreams, someone who had seen enough life to not be fazed by her choices. May thought often about what a difference it would have made if she was known (or loved) by a woman like Gladness when she was stumbling around in the dark. And now here she was.


Through the twins' intervention, May gains the mother figure she was looking for, someone who offers the kind of counsel her own parents never could. Osunde's depiction of this bond--its gradual deepening, its subtle healing--reinforces the novel's central insight: that family is not a fixed inheritance but an evolving architecture.

In recent years, there has been much talk about people spending more and more time alone. According to a 2023 analysis by the U.S. Surgeon General, "half of U.S. adults report experiencing loneliness." Medical professionals and social scientists have proposed a few potential causes, including the disappearance of "third places" and the increasing ubiquity of the internet and social media, which may facilitate connections, but at the expense of meaningful--and essential--in-person interactions.

In Necessary Fiction and other stories revolving around LGBTQ lives, we can glimpse the kind of community the internet once promised. No matter how advanced our technology becomes, it is not a replacement for the rituals that make us human, such as gathering around a dinner table after a long day apart, and telling honest and vulnerable stories as your family sits close, listens, and remains.
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Turning a Hobby Into a Habit

A casual pastime, when practiced consistently, can change a life.

by Maya Chung




This is an edition of the Books Briefing, our editors' weekly guide to the best in books. Sign up for it here.


During the coronavirus pandemic, I flirted with more hobbies than I can recall. I began by picking up the musical instruments lying around my parents' house--their piano, my sister's cello. I then ordered a ukulele online, inspired by a friend who marveled at the ease of learning the chords. Next came YouTube yoga, and then bird drawing (because I happened to find a guide to drawing birds on my parents' bookshelves). At the beach during the summer of 2020, my friend and I enlisted her 13-year-old neighbor to teach us how to surf. Then, perhaps inevitably, I tried knitting and crocheting.

First, here are two new stories from The Atlantic's books section:

	A novelist's cure for the "loneliness epidemic"
 	"Preamble to the West," a poem by Iris Jamahl Dunkle


I have kept up none of these pursuits. It's not because of perfectionism or a lack of free time, those oft-cited foes that prevent us from turning a hobby into a habit. I'm simply more of a dabbler, an approach that Karen Walrond celebrates in her book In Defense of Dabbling, which Sophia Stewart wrote about this week as part of a list of books that demonstrate "the possibilities that lie in our hobbies--even the ones we might be bad at." Walrond believes that informally experimenting with new things is a great way to find joy in the world around you, and I agree--but I do think I've fallen victim to the need for instant gratification, jumping from one activity to the next as my attention drifts. After reading Stewart's list, I realized with some regret that I don't direct any level of sustained attention to areas of my life outside of work. I feel a bit jealous when I hear about someone casually taking up birding or woodworking, only for it to unexpectedly change their life.

So it might be time for me to find a hobby and stick with it. I've noticed a common theme among the activities that seem to have the strongest effects on their practitioners: Many of them are physical endeavors, though they don't have to be strenuous or dangerous (white-water rafting counts, but so does gardening). In my own life, I've found that things requiring some amount of fine motor control or hand-eye coordination, such as needlework and tennis, allow me to focus on the process, rather than the result, while not thinking about the past or worrying about the future. Instead of rushing to a destination or chasing an immediate reward, I'd like to learn from the journey. "The decision to pursue an activity simply for one's own enjoyment," as Stewart writes, "is deeply human."




Illustration by The Atlantic. Sources: csa-archives / Getty



Eight Books for Dabblers

By Sophia Stewart

These practices can enrich our lives, regardless of if we're any good at them.

Read the full article.



What to Read

The Index of Self-Destructive Acts, by Christopher Beha

Beha's big-swing novel, set in the late 2000s, follows Sam, a young data-crunching blogger from the Midwest who gets hired to work at a legacy New York magazine. He arrives in the city certain that when one has the right information, the world is "a knowable place"--but he is soon forced to reconsider his rational worldview. Sam encounters an apocalyptic preacher, falls for the daughter of a profile subject (though he's married), and cranks out a near-constant stream of articles while struggling with unexpected doubts. The novel takes on heady themes, but it never feels dull or brainy, and all the people I've shared it with over the years love it too. My New Yorker father told me how well it portrayed the city after the 2008 financial crisis; my friends in journalism affirm its perceptiveness about the industry's "content farm" days; my church friends appreciate how it takes religious belief seriously. I push it upon pretty much everyone I know.  -- Eleanor Barkhorn

From our list: The one book everyone should read





Out Next Week

? Trying, by Chloe Caldwell

? Sunbirth, by An Yu


? What Is Free Speech?, by Fara Dabhoiwala




Your Weekend Read


Illustration by Zeloot



Comfort TV Is Overrated

By Shirley Li

The human brain--more specifically, the way it's wired to enjoy jitters--is partly responsible for how well these shows have been received by viewers. "Our body doesn't always know the difference between a heart-rate increase associated with watching The Bear versus going for a walk," Wendy Berry Mendes, a psychology professor at Yale, told me. People have always sought excitement by being spectators; doing so causes, as Mendes put it, "vicarious stress"--a fight-or-flight response that feels good because it involves zero risk. Watching a horror movie can produce the effect, though Mendes pointed out in an email that horror tends to unfold at a more extreme pace, causing reactions infrequently experienced by audiences. (Think of how jump scares can dramatically startle viewers.) The intense shows holding viewers' attention these days, meanwhile, can conjure a sense of ongoing anxiety. "Certainly, that unremitting pressure" in The Bear, Mendes wrote, "is something more common than running from a zombie."

Read the full article.





When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.


Sign up for The Wonder Reader, a Saturday newsletter in which our editors recommend stories to spark your curiosity and fill you with delight.


Explore all of our newsletters.
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Photos of the Week: Ice Factory, Cattle Race, Winding Path

A robot-boxing match in Shanghai, widespread flooding in China, a train derailment in Germany, abandoned buses in India, a performing-dog show in Canada, and much more

by Alan Taylor


Crowds cheer on riders during Stage 21 of the Tour de France, in Paris, on July 27, 2025. (Abdul Saboor / Reuters)




Spurt, an Australian shepherd, performs an obstacle run during Wild Wild Woof, at the 2025 KDays festival, in Edmonton, Alberta, Canada, on July 26, 2025. (Artur Widak / Anadolu / Getty)




Sabina Makhmudova of Team Uzbekistan competes in the women's solo free preliminaries on Day 10 of the World Aquatics Championships, in Singapore, on July 20, 2025. (Yong Teck Lim / Getty)




Freestyle-motocross rider Taka Higashino does a no-hands Superman trick high over the beach, with Catalina Island in the background, on opening day at the U.S. Open of Surfing, in Huntington Beach, California, on July 26, 2025. (Allen J. Schaben / Los Angeles Times / Getty)




An anhinga flips a fish into a headfirst position just before swallowing it, in Lake Eola Park, in Orlando, Florida. (Ronen Tivony / NurPhoto / Getty)




Angel Hernandez power washes a dinosaur figure at the Witte Museum, in San Antonio, on July 29, 2025. (Eric Gay / AP)




An Aymara woman and her llama participate in the 15th National Camelid Expo, in El Alto, Bolivia, on July 26, 2025. (Juan Karita / AP)




Participants dance during a performance in tribute to the Emily Bronte-inspired Kate Bush song "Wuthering Heights," in Haworth, England, on July 27, 2025. (Anthony Devlin / Getty)




Abandoned buses, discontinued from active service, stand overgrown with creeper vines and other vegetation at a bus depot in Mumbai, India, on July 26, 2025. (Indranil Mukherjee / AFP / Getty)




A view of the Great Wall on Taihang Mountains in Laiyuan County, in China's Hebei province, on July 26, 2025 (Ma Weibing / Xinhua / Getty)




Relatives of people killed during 2022-23 antigovernment protests, dressed in red, take part in a memorial ceremony at Cerro San Cristobal, in Lima, Peru, on July 27, 2025, on the eve of Peru's Independence Day. On January 9, 2023, protesters from the Puno Region joined nationwide demonstration that had erupted in December 2022, resulting in the death of 18 people during clashes with the police in the highland city of Juliaca. (Connie France / AFP / Getty)




Tourists enjoy the scenery at a large patch of lotus flowers and green leaves at a national wetland park in Qianxinan Buyei and Miao Autonomous Prefecture, Guizhou province, China, on July 26, 2025. (Liu Chaofu / VCG / Getty)




A crane lifts a car from the scene of an accident where a regional train derailed, in Riedlingen, Germany, on July 28, 2025. (Bernd Weissbrod / DPA / Getty)




Car trains are parked at the marshaling yard in Bremen's Gropelingen district, in Germany, on July 28, 2025. (Sina Schuldt / DPA / Getty)




Workers repair fishing nets in preparation for the upcoming fishing season, in Taizhou City, Zhejiang province, China, on July 27, 2025. (Zhu Haiwei / Zhejiang Daily Press Group / VCG via Getty / VCG)




During Stage 5 of the fourth Tour de France Femmes, the peloton passes through a flowery landscape, in Gueret, France, on July 30, 2025. (Tim de Waele / Getty)




Farmers take part in a traditional rural-cattle race known as Moichara, ahead of the harvesting season, in Canning, India, on July 27, 2025. (Avishek Das / SOPA Images / LightRocket / Getty)




People visit the Hukou Waterfall, on the Yellow River in Jixian County, in China's Shanxi province, on July 27, 2025. (Liu Hongda / Xinhua / Getty)




Chen Yuxi, a diver with Team China, competes in the semi-final of the women's 10-meter platform-diving event during the 2025 World Aquatics Championships, in Singapore, on July 31, 2025. (Francois-Xavier Marit / AFP / Getty)




Boys cool down in a portable swimming pool in the al-Duwaiqa neighborhood of Cairo, Egypt, on July 29, 2025. (Khaled Desouki / AFP / Getty)




Flood-affected villagers are transferred to a safe site in a plastic basin, at Liulimiao Town, Huairou District, Beijing, China, on July 28, 2025. (Zhao Wenyu / China News Service / VCG / Getty)




Efforts to bring a forest fire under control continue in the Orhaneli district of Bursa, Turkey, as the blaze enters its third day, on July 28, 2025. (Mustafa Bikec / Anadolu / Getty)




Ukrainian firefighters battle a food-warehouse blaze that two Russian missiles caused in a strike that killed one security guard, on July 30, 2025, in Kharkiv, Ukraine. Russia has intensified missile and drone attacks against Ukraine, firing more than 700 in a single night and generally against civilian targets, amid a surge of daily aerial bombardments of urban centers, 3 and a half years since Russia invaded Ukraine. (Scott Peterson / Getty)




Humanitarian aid is airdropped to Palestinians over the central Gaza Strip, pictured from Khan Younis, on July 28, 2025. (Abdel Kareem Hana / AP)




Children play in a water fountain on a hot day, in Seoul, South Korea, on July 25, 2025. (Chung Sung-Jun / Getty)




Participants carry a portable shrine, or mikoshi, into the sea during a purification rite at the annual Kurihama Sumiyoshi Shrine Festival, in Yokosuka, Japan, on July 27, 2025. (Eugene Hoshiko / AP)




A worker moves a large ice block at the Honda Reizo Company factory in Taishi, Japan, on July 28, 2025. As scorching temperatures persist across Japan, ice production is in full swing. Honda Reizo's factory produces 113 tons of ice cubes daily to help people beat the summer heat. (Buddhika Weerasinghe / Getty)




People watch humanoid robots box at an exhibition during the World Artificial Intelligence Conference, in Shanghai, China, on July 26, 2025. (AFP / Getty)
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How American Power Should Be Deployed

America's retreat and its threat to democracy

by Garry Kasparov




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

How should American power be deployed in the world? Since the Cold War, America's role as a global leader has been up for debate.

Host Garry Kasparov and former U.S. Ambassador to the United Nations John Bolton dissect the state of the neoconservative geopolitical worldview. They consider what the latest iteration of the "America First" foreign-policy rationale signals for democracy worldwide and analyze what it means that the new American right sometimes sounds like the old American left.

The following is a transcript of the episode:

Garry Kasparov: I would like to begin this episode with two quotes from American presidents. You might try to guess which presidents they are from.

[Music]

Kasparov: The first: "Good leaders do not threaten to quit if things go wrong. They expect cooperation, of course, and they expect everyone to do his share, but they do not stop to measure sacrifices with a teaspoon while the fight is on. We cannot lead the forces of freedom from behind."

And the second presidential quote, "We must begin by acknowledging the hard truth: We will not eradicate violent conflict in our lifetimes. There will be times when nations--acting individually or in concert--will find the use of force not only necessary but morally justified."

The first, with the memorable line about not measuring sacrifice with a teaspoon while the fight is on, was spoken by my namesake, President Harry S Truman, in a 1951 address in Philadelphia at the dedication of the Chapel of the Four Chaplains. He had brought American troops into combat in Korea: a controversial decision to stand up to Communist aggression, only six years after the end of World War II.

The second presidential quote, about nations being morally justified to use force, is more surprising. It was spoken on stage in Oslo, Norway, in 2009, during Barack Obama's Nobel Peace Prize acceptance speech.

Donald Trump's "America First" isolationist cry echoes the America Firsters of the 1930s who wanted to stay out of what they called "Europe's war," even as late as 1941. Refusing to defend Ukraine against Russia's invasion has many parallels to the U.S. staying out of World War II until Pearl Harbor. Harry Truman learned the lesson. As he said in Philadelphia, you fight small conflicts to avoid big wars. Evidence of the good that can come from military intervention starts with South Korea, a thriving democratic ally, and North Korea, a prison-camp nation.

From The Atlantic, this is Autocracy in America. I'm Garry Kasparov.

[Music]

Kasparov: Terms like intervention and regime change are practically dirty words in U.S. politics, since the disastrous occupation of Iraq. But when aggressive dictatorships--like the Soviet Union in the past, or Vladimir Putin's Russia today--go on the march, words alone do not stop them.

My guest today, Ambassador John Bolton, would agree with both of those presidential quotes, although, like me, he did not find much else to agree on with Obama during his eight years in office! Bolton has strong opinions on American foreign policy and the use of force. At a time when the new American right sounds like the old American left, his thoughts are critical.

[Music]

Kasparov: John Bolton, you have had many distinctions and titles in your career, including ambassador to the United Nations, national security adviser, and many others. I will add one more. You are the only guest to join us in both seasons of this show. Thank you for doing it.

John Bolton: Glad to be with you.

Kasparov: And by the way, I see the chessboard in your office. Do you play chess?

Bolton: I do. You know, that was given to me by Nikolai Patrushev, my opposite number--

Kasparov: Ooof! (Laughs.)

Bolton: --when he was the Russian national security adviser. And it is interestingly made out of Karelian wood from the Finnish territory. So, and it was checked out by the Secret Service before I accepted it.

Kasparov: Do you think that the chess rules apply to this, you know, current geopolitics? Or it's more like a game of poker?

Bolton: Well, I think I wouldn't argue with you about the rules of chess. I don't think people like Vladimir Putin care about the rules. When people talk about the rules-based international order, the prime malefactors didn't get the memo. They don't believe in it, and they don't act like it's there. And for us to believe that it's there, I think, handicaps our ability to defend ourselves.

Kasparov: I want to talk with you about how American power should be deployed in the world, in service of democracies and against autocracies. But I want to start with what seems to be the ever-changing meaning of "America First" as a foreign-policy rationale. How do you interpret that term based on what you're seeing in the second Trump administration?

Bolton: Well, I think Trump himself has basically given us the answer on "America First," "Make America great again"--whatever his slogans are. They are exactly what he says they are at any given moment. They don't reflect an overarching philosophy. They don't reflect, in this case, a clear national-security grand strategy. Trump doesn't even really do policy as we understand it. I don't think to this day that he really appreciates that the words America first were initially used in the run-up to World War II to be the slogan of the isolationists, those who did not want to be drawn into the European war.

He doesn't see, he never saw the background of that, or the concerns about anti-Semitism that lurked in that "America First" movement. And I think from Trump's point of view--because to him everything is transactional--it means he just makes the best deals in the world, and he doesn't necessarily distinguish among the terms of the deals he's making. It's the fact of making a deal that shows who's in charge.

Kasparov: You said, and we all suspected, that Trump was not aware about the true meaning of "America First," because he's not a--no matter what he says--a good scholar of history. But assuming he knew that "America First" meant isolationism back then in 1939, 1940, and a clear distinction of anti-Semitism, would he care?

Bolton: I don't think he would care. And I think he views truth in a very relative way. People say Trump lies a lot. I actually don't think that's an accurate description. I don't think he cares much about what's true and what's not true. He says what he thinks he would like the world to be, and as it benefits him at any given time. And if pressed on that point about anti-Semitism in particular, I think he would just brush it away.

Kasparov: So you've written that Trump's decisions are like an archipelago of dots that don't really line up, and that advisers in the first term, you included, would try to string good decisions together. Now, what about the second administration? What is happening now?

Bolton: Well, you know, even just about six months in, I think you can see the difference in personnel selections pretty clearly. Certainly in the national-security space. In the first term, he had people who largely shared a Republican philosophy, a Reaganite approach to foreign policy. Obviously there were many disagreements on tactics, on priorities, on a whole variety of things, which is perfectly natural in any administration. And Trump, not knowing much about international affairs, could often buy one argument one day and another argument the next day. But eventually he got frustrated, I think, that his visceral instincts weren't necessarily automatically adopted by his advisers, who were trying to give him the best advice, trying to get to the optimal outcome. So to avoid the problems that he saw in the first term, in the second term, I think, he has consciously looked for people who act as yes-men and yes-women.

They don't say, Well, have you considered these alternative options? Have you looked at these facts? He wants people who will listen to what he says and then go out and implement it. Now, in the first term, people said his advisers tried to constrain him, tried to really to make the decisions in his place. And I just think that's wrong. I think I can speak for many others: We were trying to make sure that he made the best decision possible, and giving our advice was part of our function. My title was national security adviser. I don't know what else I'm supposed to do, other than give advice, in that job. But in the second term, he wants not loyalty--I think loyalty is a good word; I think it conveys a valuable commodity--he wants fealty. He wants people who are gonna say Yes, sir, and do it really without thinking, in many cases without trying to improve or suggest modifications. I think that's--ironically, it's gonna be harmful to Trump. It's certainly gonna be harmful to America, but that approach ultimately will hurt Trump too.

Kasparov: How so?

Bolton: Well, if a president is making decisions in a very narrow focus without understanding the broader implications, the additional risks, the additional opportunities, he's gonna miss a lot of what the rest of the world will see. And then contingencies will arise that he simply won't be prepared for. So that even what was a reasonably good decision can go bad, because you don't take into account the second- and third-order consequences. And I hesitate to say this with Garry here, but in chess you have to think a couple moves ahead. Maybe some people think lots of moves ahead. Trump plays it one move at a time, and that is dangerous.

Kasparov: Yeah, it's not a very rosy picture. So it seems that his Cabinet now, and all people who are supposed to give him advice, they are not going to contradict him.

Bolton: You know I have to say, contrary to the first term, there haven't been so many leaks out of this White House in the early months. So I don't have confidence we really know how the decision making is going. But to the extent we do, my impression is that while there's a lot of discussion about the optics of how you present a particular decision--the kind of background politics, how it makes Trump look--in terms of strategic thinking by people who understand international affairs, there's not an awful lot of that.

And indeed, even in some cases it might seem unusual, people who disagree get excluded. It appears Tulsi Gabbard--who opposed, from all we can tell, the strikes against Iran's nuclear-weapons program--was just cut out of the picture. And I have to say in the short term, I'm delighted by that. It probably contributed to the right decision. But what that means more basically is that Trump made a fundamental mistake appointing her, because you want people who will give their best advice, and it helps the president--should help the president--make a better-informed decision.

Kasparov: You mentioned Tulsi Gabbard. What about other advisers? Who do you find the most worrisome?

Bolton: Well, I think Secretary of Defense [Pete] Hegseth really is in over his head in this job. I think his comments in public about comments and criticisms that people made about the outcome of the bombing of the Iranian nuclear sites demonstrated that. It's fine to defend the president. That's what Cabinet members should do. If you get tired of defending the president, you should resign. But that's not your only job. Your job is also to explain and justify the conduct that you've ordered on behalf of the president. Not in a partisan way, but in a way that helps the American people understand. Leadership here is in large part education, and that's not what they're doing. They're doing a kind of attack partisan politics. Again, it makes Trump feel good in the short term, but in the longer term, he will not be well served by that kind of approach either.

Kasparov: Now a strategic question: our allies in Europe. J. D. Vance went to Munich, the Munich Security Conference, back in February and chastised European democracies for many things--among them being afraid of the far right and suppressing democracies at home. What's your take?

Bolton: Well, there are a lot of interesting things in that speech. No. 1, you know, Vance is really on the quasi-isolationist side of the political spectrum. And he, and people like him, have been very critical over the years of the neoconservatives for their constant emphasis on human rights and similar concerns. And yet at Munich, what he gave was a neoconservative speech. Although he was criticizing the Europeans for their democratic failures, I would've felt better if he had included Russia and China as part of his critical analysis. But he was doing exactly what he criticized the neoconservatives for doing. This is, I think, a measure of how really partisan these kinds of approaches are from a domestic American point of view. He's scoring--Vance there is scoring points against the neoconservatives, against liberal internationalists, against a variety of people that I'm not part of. So I didn't take it personally. But it was carrying on a domestic-U.S. political debate in an international forum.

I think that Trump himself doesn't understand alliances. I'm not sure Vance understands them any better. In Trump's case, he looks at NATO, for example, and he sees it as the United States defending Europe: We don't get anything out of it, and they won't pay. Well, if I thought NATO worked that way, I probably wouldn't be very enthusiastic about it either. But the whole point of a collective-defense alliance is that the security of all the members is enhanced when they live up to their obligations. And I think NATO remains the most effective politico-military alliance in human history.

There are members who are not pulling their fair share. That's right. I think Trump was right to criticize that. What's not right is to break the alliance up over it. And I think we are--notwithstanding the recent NATO summit where everybody smiled and seemed to be happy--I don't think we're past the danger point of Trump potentially withdrawing the U.S. from NATO in less happy times.

Kasparov: Oh, that's interesting. So can he withdraw from NATO unilaterally without a vote in the Senate, Congressional approval, whatever--or is it just totally in the hands of the president?

Bolton: It's my very firm view that the Constitution does entrust that authority solely to the president. In the case of NATO, ironically, Secretary of State Marco Rubio and some others passed legislation a few years ago that said the president could not withdraw from NATO without the consent of the Senate. I think that provision is unconstitutional. I don't think you can limit the president's authority. So if Trump decided to pull out, and he issued an executive order doing that, that might be challengeable in litigation, but it would take years to resolve. And in effect, Trump would have withdrawn by the time the case was decided by the Supreme Court.

Kasparov: Do you think it's realistic, that he will go that far?

Bolton: You know, I think he, as I say, he doesn't understand the alliance viscerally. He doesn't like it. He has said, and his advisers have said, things like, Well, we'll only defend NATO members that are meeting what used to be the 2 percent threshold: 2 percent of GDP spent on defense, now 3 and a half percent, 5 with infrastructure. Well, that's a statement that the NATO alliance is like a piece of Swiss cheese. You can't defend this country and then not defend the country next to it because it's not at 2 percent; it's just not viable militarily. But that kind of thinking has not left Trump's mind, and has not left the minds of his advisers. So I remain very worried, notwithstanding this recent NATO summit where things seem to go well. This is deep within Trump that he distrusts the alliance, thinks it's part of America getting a raw deal.

Kasparov: But I think that all countries that might be in danger, countries that border Russia or are just in the vicinity of potential Russian aggression, they already are almost at 5 percent. They spend a bigger percentage of GDP than the United States on their defense. Does it mean that America will defend them?

Bolton: Well, we certainly should, but I think this is an important question about Trump the man faced with a crisis situation like that. Let's say Russia invades the Baltics: Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania. Not impossible; certainly something the Baltics fear very much. Now, we did not have any crisis nearly that dangerous in the first term. COVID was a crisis, but it was a health crisis played out over a long period of time. So what would Trump do if the Baltics were attacked by Russia? I don't know the answer to that question. And it's legitimate for the Eastern European countries in NATO in particular to be worried about, because Trump does not like decisions where he can't reverse himself the next day. And obviously a decision to comply with Article V and defend countries invaded by Russia would be a decision that would be irrevocable for a long time until the military struggle played itself out.

Kasparov: So what do you expect to happen in Ukraine? Again, Ukraine is fighting this war, and many of us believe it's shielding the free world against Russian aggression. And Ukrainians and many Europeans, especially neighboring countries, they are disappointed, I would probably say shocked, by the Trump administration's policy in the region. Can Ukraine survive on its own, or basically can Europe provide enough for Ukraine? And how long will America take this neutral stand?

Bolton: Well, I'm afraid the answer is the rest of Trump's presidency. I think it's gonna remain undecided. My guess is in the near term--which may be the remaining three and a half years of the administration--Trump is not gonna go back and make a major effort to seek a diplomatic solution. I think he was burned by the failure of Russia to show any conciliatory impulses at all when he tried in the last few months.

And I think he sees it as a failure to live up to his campaign boast that he could solve the problem in 24 hours, which of course was never realistic. So the real issue is: Will he allow the continuation of U.S. military assistance at approximately the same levels--weapons, ammunition, and, to my mind, most important of all, military intelligence that's so critical to the Ukrainians on the battlefield?

And to the question you've raised, can the Europeans make up the difference? I don't think they can on the intelligence. I just don't think they have the capability. It could be they can make it up in hardware. I would hope they could, but it just won't be the same if Trump really does cut off the aid.

Kasparov: Now, about another crisis or another war, it's the Middle East. How do you rate Trump's actions there--attacking Iran, then offering the olive branch? And again, some say he did it in a desperate search for the Nobel Peace Prize, Trump's policy vis-a-vis Israel-Palestinians.

Bolton: Right. Well, I think he's not gonna get the Nobel Peace Prize for bringing peace to Ukraine, that's for sure. So he's looking for another opportunity. I find myself to a certain extent satisfied, but to a certain extent frustrated. I think it was the right thing to do to order American military attacks on some of the key Iranian nuclear-weapons facilities. There's been a huge and kind of intellectually arid debate about exactly how much damage was done by those attacks, which we don't know because we were not close enough to get a full assessment. But I think Trump cut off U.S. military action too soon. I don't think that there will ever be peace and stability in the Middle East while the regime of the ayatollahs remains in power. I'm not saying that requires extensive U.S. involvement. It certainly doesn't require boots on the ground. It could involve assistance to the Iranian people.

[Music]

Bolton: I think the question is: Will they have the courage to try to take advantage of the splits and tensions within the regime that I think are pretty obvious across the world now, and see if this is not the moment to rid themselves of the ayatollahs.

Kasparov: We'll be right back.

[Break]

Kasparov: Let's move from the world of practicalities into the world of idealism. What could be an ideal world if we could have our wishes granted? So, how should American power be deployed in service of democracy? So what are the tools to use, and where to use them? Exporting democracy, military interventions, regime change?

Bolton: Well, I think where American interests are at stake, there are a number of things we could do. I think regime change doesn't obviously have to involve American boots on the ground. There are all kinds of ways that regime change can take place. We tried that in the case of Venezuela in 2018 and 2019, that would've allowed the Venezuelan people to take control away from the [Nicolas] Maduro, really the Chavez-Maduro dictatorship.

But we would've, at the same time, pushed the Russians, the Cubans, the Chinese, the Iranians out of positions in Venezuela, very advantageous to them. It didn't work, but it was worth the effort. If we had succeeded, I would've said basically to the people of Venezuela, Congratulations. It now belongs to you. You figure out what you're gonna do with it. I have never been a nation builder, in the sense that some people have been, but I don't shy away from regime change. In the case of Iraq, which is the case that people point to again and again, I give full credit to the people who tried to make the coalition provisional authority in Iraq work. I think they did it out of the best of motivations. But it's not what I would've done. In my perfect world, I would've given the Iraqi leaders--some in exile, some who had been in the country--a copy of the Federalist Papers and said, Good luck. Call us if you have any questions. We'll hold the ring around you. We'll protect you from Iranian and other external influences, but you need to do this yourself. 

And I think that's really how you nation build. You don't enhance people's political maturity by making decisions for them. Even if you can make better decisions than they can, you enhance political maturity by saying, You're gonna make the decisions, and you're gonna learn by your mistakes. It's not guaranteed for success, but I think that's a more solid way of nation building than for Americans to try and do it for them.

Kasparov: But let me press on this issue. Because you mentioned Venezuela. I can add Belarus. In these countries, we clearly saw the opposition winning elections. Not hearsay. Winning elections, having physical proof of receiving, in both cases, 70 percent of votes. And both dictators--[Alexander] Lukashenko and Maduro--they stayed in power. They didn't care. They used force. Lukashenko, we understand he's too close to Russia. Putin was there. The opposition stood no chance. But Venezuela is just next door. Recently we had these elections, and Maduro basically ignored it. He made the deal with the [Joe] Biden administration, so some kind of relief of sanctions, but promising free and fair elections. So he reneged on his promise. Should America intervene?

Bolton: Well, look--back in 2018 and 2019, I think we were at the point where we should have been doing more. But you know, we didn't have many capabilities in the Western hemisphere, thanks to the Obama administration, that where we could have had opportunities through our intelligence community and others to help Juan Guaido, the legitimate president of Venezuela. The days are long gone by when we really could have done very much, and I feel we didn't enforce the sanctions as strictly as we could have. We made a lot of mistakes there. The Biden administration didn't even try that. They thought they could make a deal with Maduro. It was a total mistake. I don't see how anybody could believe he would honor any commitment he made.

I want to come back to Belarus, though, because I do think that that was a situation where it was very much in our interest to see if there was any way at all to persuade Lukashenko to pull away from Russia. So I went to Minsk in August of 2019, about two weeks before I resigned--I was the first senior American to visit Belarus in a long, long time--just to see the guy, and see if there were some hooks we could put in to bring him away, for his own safety's sake, but ultimately leading to popular government. I, as I say, I resigned two weeks later, so I didn't carry through on it. But it was a case to me that suggested we could have some influence there, and maybe, as in the case of Poland with solidarity, maybe there were ways to make that work. But we never tried, because Trump didn't really care about Belarus. Trump asked in his first term, Is Finland still part of Russia? So to him, Belarus, Ukraine: They all look Russian to him. And it's hard to get him to focus on things.

Kasparov: We've talked now at length about Trump's view of the world, such as it is. Now I want to talk about the Bolton view. So my experience of growing up in the Soviet Union during the Cold War instilled in me a great deal of clarity about good and evil in the world of geopolitics. But there has been a terrible decline in American values after the Cold War, and a new lack of clarity about the American role in the world. So what has that meant for how you see America's place as the global leader?

Bolton: Well, I think we're seeing today play out in the Trump administration and among many people who are supportive of him that this virus of isolationism--which isn't a coherent ideology itself, it's a knee-jerk reaction to the external world--can go through a long period of being irrelevant and then suddenly reappear.

And I attribute this in part to a failure in both political parties, ever since the collapse of the Soviet Union, to develop political leaders who thought about what it would take from America to help in the wider world, create conditions of stability that would be beneficial to the U.S. here at home: that would allow our economy to flourish, that would allow our society to flourish. And so people at the time of the collapse of the Soviet Union, some were saying, It's the end of history. Others were saying, you know, We can have a peace dividend; we can cut our defense budgets; globalization will take care of everything; it's the economy, stupid.

And we lost the post-World War II and Cold War generations of leaders, who spoke very plainly to the American people--whether it's Harry Truman, Dwight Eisenhower, many, many more--to say, look, safety for America doesn't begin on the Atlantic and Pacific shores. Safety for America is having a broader place in the world, a forward defense posture with allies to guard against aggression and to try and deter aggression. And that means a robust, strong America that sees its economic and political and social issues really involved all over the world.

Now, there's a cost to that. There's a defense budget that has to be paid. There are allies that have to be dealt with. There are risks that have to be taken. But to say we don't live in a perfect world, far from it, but the way to protect America is not to put our head in the sand--not to turn away from the rest of the world--but to deal with it in ways that are most favorable to us.

And I think one of the things we're seeing today, 35 years after the collapse of the Soviet Union, is: We don't have much in the way of political leadership that can speak to the American people in these terms. The Americans have always risen to the challenge when their leaders are straight with them. And the idea that we can't, we don't need to worry about the rest of the world--it's not a threat, it doesn't concern us, it's not gonna affect us--is deeply uninformed. I don't call it naive. It's almost perverse, and yet that's what we're dealing with. If we could see political leaders emerge, most likely I think in the Republican Party, that can make that case to the American people, we could return to a Reaganite kind of foreign policy that that was successful in the Cold War and could be made applicable to the very different, but no less threatening, challenges we see around the world today.

Kasparov: Going back to 1991, 1992. The Soviet Union is gone, and I think Americans expected some benefits from the victory, phenomenal victory in the Cold War. But eight years of [Bill] Clinton presidency brought no security. Prosperity yes, but security no. Because by the time Clinton left the office, al-Qaeda was ready to strike. Something went wrong, terribly wrong, in the '90s. So do you think that if [George H. W.] Bush 41 would've won the elections and stayed in the office, the Republican administration had a plan on how to redefine American leadership in the new world?

Bolton: No. I mean, I think there was a lot of uncertainty all around the political spectrum. George H. W. Bush talked about a "new world order." Well, it wasn't much order before, and frankly there wasn't much order after. But what he was referring to was the collapse of the Soviet Union. What we didn't see, because we were too optimistic perhaps, was that Russia would return to authoritarianism. We thought, Well, now they've got the chance; everything will be fine. That obviously didn't work out. We didn't see the turmoil in the Arab world. We didn't see the radicalization, the effect of the 1979 revolution in Iran. And we also, in the 1990s, didn't see China, didn't see that it was a threat, that it would be a threat. You know, we heard Deng Xiaoping say to the Chinese, Hide and bide. Hide your capabilities; bide your time. We didn't realize what he was saying. So this illusion that the end of the Cold War meant the end of history--that conflict was no longer a threat to us--led us to make grave mistakes about Russia, about China, about the threat of Islamic terrorism.

And we have suffered through all of those and are still suffering through them today. So it was a catastrophic series of mistakes, that there's a lot of blame to spread around here for sure, and [the] Clinton administration bears a full share of it. Whether George H. W. Bush would've done better? I don't know. I think so, because I think he understood the world a lot better than Bill Clinton did.

Kasparov: But it still sounds very disturbing that the same people--okay, Clinton replaced Bush, but the apparatus was there, you know, the CIA, Pentagon, the so-called deep state. And the same people, the same agencies, the same institutions that were instrumental in defeating the Soviet Union in the Cold War made such huge blunders. You said--missed Russia, missed China, missed Islamic terrorism, basically missed everything. Every threat that we are dealing with now has been totally missed in the '90s. What was that? It's just a kind of relaxation? We won. Let's go celebrate. You know, let's uncork champagne bottles.

Bolton: Look, I think it was escapism, and I think it was the desire to think, Okay, so in the 20th century we've had three world wars. Two of them hot, one of them the Cold War. We're past all that. Now, that's what "the end of history" means. And, it was a delusion. It was a detour from history. It really was. And we've paid the price.

We're still paying the price, and one reason is we're not spending nearly what we should on defense. The 5 percent commitment that NATO made, we're not approaching. The Trump budget for the next fiscal year is only a small nominal increase over the current budget. It's not gonna do nearly enough. We're setting ourselves up for, I think, a very risky future if we don't change that.

Kasparov: You just mentioned Trump's budget and its nominal increase in defense, but it's a huge increase in ICE. So do you think it's a bit dangerous? Yes? That this military force has been built in America and the control of the DOJ? And they already demonstrated very little respect for the Constitution. Could it be a potential tool for terror?

Bolton: Actually, Trump has come very close to achieving the goal he expressed of closing the border. I mean, he had the border closed at the end of the first term, because deterrence works. If you think you're gonna walk through Mexico and get stopped at the Rio Grande, you're not gonna leave your city or town or village. That's been restored. His--what he wants now is the deportation of the illegals. And I think he's going to have a lot of trouble with that. But the immigration issue is, I think, part of the isolationist temptation that somehow the rest of the world is gonna corrupt us. I think with careful attention and screening of who comes in, we can minimize the risk of terrorists coming in, criminals, agents of foreign governments. Nothing's perfect, but I think we can do a pretty good job of it. I don't think that's what Trump wants to do. He wants the issue of the fight with California, for example. That's why he federalized the California National Guard and sent in the Marines. Ironically, Gavin Newsom, the governor of California, wanted to fight too. It benefited both of them politically. It was just the country that was hurt.

Kasparov: So do you think it's a real chance that Trump will do something totally unconstitutional in America to preserve his power, or just to secure the desired outcome of the next elections?

Bolton: Well, I think he tried that in 2020, and he failed. The system was stressed, but it held. I think Trump is gonna do--he did a lot of damage in the first term; he will do more damage in the second term. Some of it might be irreparable. I think withdrawing from NATO would be irreparable, for example. But I have confidence in the Constitution and the institutions. This is not the late Roman Republic. We're not--I don't think we're in danger of succumbing. It does require more people to stand up and say, We don't accept the way Trump behaves. I'm disappointed more Republicans in the House and the Senate haven't done that. I don't think this is gonna be easy. But I do think, for example, the courts are holding up pretty well. I think their independence is critical to sustaining the Constitution. And I think as time goes on, Trump's influence will decline. Remember, he's not just a new president now, which he is. He's also a lame-duck president. And as people begin to appreciate that more and more, I think his influence will wane.

Kasparov: So, anything to be optimistic about today? Just, you know, give us just some hope that with Trump in the office, with the rise of authoritarianism, with Iranian regimes surviving, and with terrorism not yet being defeated, what's the best-case scenario?

Bolton: Well, I think realistically we've been through worse. I mean, it always seems you've got troubles unique to our time. But the U.S. has been through a lot worse than this, including an incredibly violent Civil War. And we came out on top. And I think one reason is that when you level with the American people--and it's gonna take the next president to do it--then we do rise to the occasion. I believe in American exceptionalism. And I think betting against America is always a dangerous thing to do.

[Music] 

Bolton: So I think in the near term, we've just gotta grit our teeth, make sure we do the best we can to minimize the damage that Trump will cause, and try and get ready to meet the challenges we're gonna face. The threats from China, from the China-Russia axis, from the nuclear proliferation, the threat of terrorism. There are a lot of threats out there, and it's gonna take a lot of effort. But I believe in the United States. I think we will prevail.

Kasparov: John, thank you very much for joining the show. And let's see, you know, if the future brings us more positive than negative news. Thank you.

Bolton: I certainly hope so. Thanks for having me.

Kasparov: This episode of Autocracy in America was produced by Arlene Arevalo and Natalie Brennan. Our editor is Dave Shaw. Original music and mix by Rob Smierciak. Fact-checking by Ena Alvarado. Special thanks to Polina Kasparova and Mig Greengard. Claudine Ebeid is the executive producer of Atlantic audio. Andrea Valdez is our managing editor. Next time on Autocracy in America:

George Friedman:  It is a historical norm, that there is a king, that there is a ruler. So authoritarianism historically is far more the norm than liberal democracy. Liberal democracy opened the door to the idea that people with very different beliefs could live together. It is a great experiment, but it's a very difficult experiment. If you believe that the way you should live is a moral imperative, then it is very difficult to have a liberal democracy.


Kasparov: I'm Garry Kasparov. See you back here next week.
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The Warped Idealism of Trump's Trade Policy

The president once promised he'd prioritize Americans' bottom line above all else. He's abandoned that pledge.

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.

Tomorrow is Donald Trump's deadline to agree to trade deals before he imposes tariffs, and he means it this time. Why are you laughing? (In fact, since saying that yesterday, he's already chickened out with Mexico, putting the "taco" in, well, TACO.)

But the president has already written off hopes of reaching agreements with some allies. Yesterday, Trump announced that he was raising tariffs on many Brazilian goods to 50 percent across the board, as retribution for Brazil's prosecution of former President Jair Bolsonaro, a Trump ally. This morning, Trump wrote on Truth Social that Prime Minister Mark Carney's decision to recognize a Palestinian state "will make it very hard" to strike a deal with Canada.

The president's perpetual caving can make him seem craven and opportunistic, but you can detect a different impulse in his handling of trade policy too: a warped kind of idealism. When Trump began his political career, he said he would put "America First," rather than using American power to enforce values overseas. Wars to fight repressive autocrats were foolish ways to burn cash and squander American lives. The promotion of human rights and democracy were soft-headed, bleeding-heart causes. Trump, a man of business, was going to look out for the bottom line without getting tangled up in high-minded crusades. Now that's exactly what he's doing: using trade as a way to make grand statements about values--his own, if not America's.

This is troubling on legal, moral, and diplomatic levels. The Constitution specifically delegates the power to levy tariffs to Congress, but legislators have delegated some of that capacity to the president. Trump has invoked the International Emergency Economic Powers Act, which allows him to impose tariffs in response to an "unusual and extraordinary threat," on the basis that Congress cannot act quickly enough. This use of the law is, as Conor Friedersdorf and Ilya Somin wrote in The Atlantic in May, absurd. The White House's months of vacillation on its tariff threats since make the idea of any emergency even less credible.

Understanding why Trump would be sensitive about Bolsonaro's prosecution, which stems from Bolsonaro's attempt to cling to power after losing the 2022 election, is not difficult--the parallels between the two have been often noted--but that doesn't make it a threat to the United States, much less an "unusual and extraordinary" one. Likewise, Canadian recognition of a Palestinian state is unwelcome news for Trump's close alliance with Israel, but it poses no obvious security or economic danger to the U.S. A Congress or Supreme Court interested in limiting presidential power could seize on these statements to arrest Trump's trade war, but these are not the legislators or justices we have.

Setting aside the legal problems, Trump's statements about Brazil and Canada represent an abandonment of the realpolitik approach he once promised. Even if Carney were to back down on Palestinian statehood, or Brazil to call off Bolsonaro's prosecution, the United States wouldn't see any economic gain. Trump is purely using American economic might to achieve noneconomic goals.

Previous presidents have frequently used U.S. economic hegemony to further national goals--or, less charitably, interfered in the domestic affairs of other sovereign nations. But no one needs to accept any nihilistic false equivalences. Trump wrote in a July 9 letter to Brazilian President Luiz Inacio Lula da Silva that the case against Bolsonaro was "an international disgrace" and (naturally) a "Witch Hunt." Although the U.S. has taken steps to isolate repressive governments, Trump's attempts to bail out Bolsonaro are nothing of the sort. The U.S. can't with a straight face argue that charging Bolsonaro is improper, and it can't accuse Brazil of convicting him in a kangaroo court, because no trial has yet been held.

The U.S. government has also long used its power to bully other countries into taking its side in international disputes, but the swipe at Canada is perplexing. The Trump administration remains the most stalwart ally of Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu (notwithstanding some recent tensions), and the U.S. government has long withheld recognition of any Palestinian state as leverage in negotiations. Even so, slapping tariffs on Canada for a symbolic decision such as this seems unlikely to dissuade Carney or do anything beyond further stoking nascent Canadian nationalism.

This is not the only way in which Trump's blunt wielding of tariffs is likely to backfire on the United States. Consumers in the U.S. will pay higher prices, and overseas, Jerusalem Demsas warned in April, "the credibility of the nation's promises, its treaties, its agreements, and even its basic rationality has evaporated in just weeks." But it's not just trust with foreign countries that the president has betrayed. It's the pact he made with voters. Trump promised voters an "America First" approach. Instead, they're getting a "Bolsonaro and Netanyahu First" government.

Related:

	The TACO presidency 
 	Start budgeting for Trump's tariffs now.




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Virginia Giuffre's family was shocked that Trump described her as "stolen."
 	Every scientific empire comes to an end.
 	Hamas wants Gaza to starve.




Today's News

	President Donald Trump's tariffs are set to take effect tomorrow as his administration scrambles to finalize trade deals with key partners. Mexico received a 90-day extension, while other countries, including China and Canada, remain in negotiations.
 	Steve Witkoff, Trump's special envoy to the Middle East, and Ambassador to Israel Mike Huckabee will visit Gaza tomorrow to inspect aid distribution as the humanitarian crisis worsens in the region.
 	 About 154,000 federal workers accepted buyouts offered by the Trump administration this year, according to the government's human-resources arm.
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Remarkable News in Potatoes

By Katherine J. Wu

For decades, evolutionary biologists pointed to such examples to cast hybridization as hapless--"rare, very unsuccessful, and not an important evolutionary force," Sandra Knapp, a plant taxonomist at the Natural History Museum in London, told me. But recently, researchers have begun to revise that dour view. With the right blend of genetic material, hybrids can sometimes be fertile and spawn species of their own; they can acquire new abilities that help them succeed in ways their parents never could. Which, as Knapp and her colleagues have found in a new study, appears to be the case for the world's third-most important staple crop: The 8-to-9-million-year-old lineage that begat the modern potato may have arisen from a chance encounter between a flowering plant from a group called Etuberosum and ... an ancient tomato.
 Tomatoes, in other words, can now justifiably be described as the mother of potatoes.


Read the full article.
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Take a look. These photos capture moments from the 2025 World Aquatics Championships in Singapore, where more than 2,500 athletes from over 200 nations competed in events spanning six aquatic sports.

Read. In 2022, Sophia Stewart recommended six books that all music lovers should read.

Play our daily crossword.



Rafaela Jinich 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 Birth of the Attention Economy

The rise of the cheap, daily newspaper in the 19th century remade how Americans engaged with the world.

by Jake Lundberg




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


Early in the Civil War, Oliver Wendell Holmes Sr. announced in The Atlantic that the necessities of life had been reduced to two things: bread and the newspaper. Trying to keep up with what Holmes called the "excitements of the time," civilians lived their days newspaper to newspaper, hanging on the latest reports. Reading anything else felt beside the point.

The newspaper was an inescapable force, Holmes wrote; it ruled by "divine right of its telegraphic dispatches." Holmes didn't think he was describing some permanent modern condition--information dependency as a way of life. The newspaper's reign would end with the war, he thought. And when it did, he and others could return to more high-minded literary pursuits--such as the book by an "illustrious author" that he'd put down when hostilities broke out.

Nearly 40 years after Holmes wrote those words, newspapers were still on the march. Writing in 1900, Arthur Reed Kimball warned in The Atlantic of an "Invasion of Journalism," as newspapers' volume and influence grew only more intense. Their readers' intellect, Kimball argued, had been diminished. Coarse language was corrupting speech and writing, and miscellaneous news was making miscellaneous minds. The newspaper-ification of the American mind was complete.

The rise of the cheap, daily newspaper in the 19th century created the first true attention economy--an endless churn of spectacle and sensation that remade how Americans engaged with the world. Although bound by the physical limits of print, early newspaper readers' habits were our habits: People craved novelty, skimmed for the latest, let their attention dart from story to story. And with the onset of this new way of being came its first critics.

In our current moment, when readers need to be persuaded to read an article before they post about it online, 19th-century harrumphs over the risks of newspaper reading seem quaint. Each new technology since the newspaper--film, radio, television, computers, the internet, search engines, social media, artificial intelligence--has sparked the same anxieties about how our minds and souls will be changed. Mostly, we've endured. But these anxieties have always hinted at the possibility that one day, we'll reach the endgame--the point at which words and the work of the mind will have become redundant.

Worries over journalism's invasive qualities are as old as the modern daily newspaper. In New York, where the American variant first took shape in the 1830s, enterprising editors found a formula for success; they covered fires, murders, swindles, scandals, steamboat explosions, and other acts in the city's daily circus. As James Gordon Bennett Sr., the editor of the New York Herald and the great pioneer of the cheap daily, said, the mission was "to startle or amuse." Small in size and packed with tiny type, the papers themselves didn't look particularly amusing, but the newsboys selling them in the street were startling enough. Even if you didn't buy a paper, a boy in rags was going to yell its contents at you.

These cheap newspapers had relatively modest urban circulations, but they suggested a new mode of living, an acceleration of time rooted in an expectation of constant novelty. Henry David Thoreau and other contrarians saw the implications and counseled the careful conservation of attention. "We should treat our minds," Thoreau wrote in an essay posthumously published in The Atlantic, "that is, ourselves, as innocent and ingenuous children, whose guardians we are, and be careful what objects and what subjects we thrust on their attention." This included newspapers. "Read not the Times," he urged. "Read the Eternities."

But the problem was only getting worse. The Eternities were steadily losing ground to the Times--and to the Posts, the Standards, the Gazettes, the Worlds, and the Examiners. In the last third of the 19th century, the volume of printed publications grew exponentially. Even as more "serious" newspapers such as the New-York Tribune entered the marketplace, the cheap daily continued to sell thousands of copies each day. Newspapers, aided by faster methods of typesetting and by cheaper printing, became twice-daily behemoths, with Sunday editions that could be biblical in length. A British observer marveled at the turn of the century that Americans, "the busiest people in the world," had so much time to read each day.

American commentators of high and furrowed brow worried less that newspapers were being left unread and more that they were actually being devoured. The evidence was everywhere--in snappier sermons on Sundays, in direct and terse orations at colleges, in colloquial expressions in everyday usage, in the declining influence of certain journals and magazines (including The Atlantic).

If I may apply what Kimball deplored as "newspaper directness," people seemed to be getting dumber. Those who were reared on slop and swill wanted ever more slop and swill--and the newspapers were all too ready to administer twice-daily feedings. Writing in The Atlantic in 1891 on the subject of "Journalism and Literature," William James Stillman saw a broad and "devastating influence of the daily paper" on Americans' "mental development." No less grave were the political implications of a populace marinating in half-truths, seeking the general confirmation of what it already believed. In such a market, journalists and their papers had an incentive to perpetuate falsehoods.

Was all of this hand-wringing a little too much? Has not one generation predicted the doom of the next with each successive innovation? Socrates warned that writing would weaken thought and give only the appearance of wisdom. Eighteenth-century novels occasioned panic as critics worried that their readers would waste their days on vulgar fictions. And as for newspapers, didn't Ernest Hemingway famously take "newspaper directness" and make it the basis for perhaps the most influential literary style of the 20th century? Each innovation, even those that risk dimming our broader mental capacity, can stimulate innovations of its own.

But at the risk of sounding like those 19th-century critics, this time really does seem different. When machines can so agreeably perform all of our intellectual labors and even fulfill our emotional needs, we should wonder what will become of our minds. No one has to spend much time imagining what we might like to read or pretend to read; algorithms already know. Chatbots, meanwhile, can as readily make our emails sound like Hemingway as they can instruct us on how to perform devil worship and self-mutilation. Thoreau may have never divined the possibility of artificial intelligence, but he did fear minds smoothed out by triviality and ease. He imagined the intellect as a road being paved over--"macadamized," in 19th-century parlance--"its foundation broken into fragments for the wheels of travel to roll over."

"If I am to be a thoroughfare," Thoreau wrote, "I prefer that it be of the mountain-brooks, the Parnassian streams, and not the town-sewers."

Wouldn't we all. But who has the time for that?
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        A MAGA Attorney Hired Epstein's Lawyer for His 'Valuable' Experience
        Shane Harris

        In the summer of 2022, Donald Trump badly needed criminal-defense lawyers. Tim Parlatore, who was already working for the former president on an unrelated civil matter, joined the team defending Trump after an FBI search found classified government documents stored at his Florida estate. Parlatore had represented prominent Trump allies in their interactions with the congressional committee investigating the January 6 attacks; that was helpful, because Trump also faced charges stemming from the ri...
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        How NASA Engineered Its Own Decline
        Franklin Foer

        In the beginning, there was the name. A prophet guided Errol Musk to bestow it on his eldest son, or so he claimed. The seer was Wernher von Braun, a German engineer and an inspiration for Stanley Kubrick's Dr. Strangelove. Though von Braun had built missiles for Hitler and used concentration-camp prisoners for manual labor, the U.S. government recruited him, and eventually brought him to a base in Alabama and tasked him with sending men into orbit, then to the moon.Von Braun had always dreamed o...

      

      
        A Democrat for the Trump Era
        Elaine Godfrey

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.All the comforts of a Waldorf Astoria city-view suite did not, at that moment, seem to cheer Jasmine Crockett. The 44-year-old Texas Democrat known for her viral comebacks was frowning as she walked into her hotel room in Atlanta last month. She glanced around before pulling an aide into the bathroom, where I could hear them whispering. Minutes later, she reemerged, ready to unload.She was losing her race to ...

      

      
        Can This Man Save Harvard?
        Franklin Foer

        Updated at 12:45 p.m. ET on July 21, 2025This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.The email landed at 10 minutes to midnight on a Friday in early April--a more menacing email than Alan Garber had imagined. The Harvard president had been warned that something was coming. His university had drawn the unwanted and sustained attention of the White House, and he'd spent weeks scrambling to stave off whatever blow was coming, calling his institution's infl...
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A MAGA Attorney Hired Epstein's Lawyer for His 'Valuable' Experience

A firm that represents Pete Hegseth and once represented Donald Trump now employs a co-executor of the disgraced financier's estate.

by Shane Harris




In the summer of 2022, Donald Trump badly needed criminal-defense lawyers. Tim Parlatore, who was already working for the former president on an unrelated civil matter, joined the team defending Trump after an FBI search found classified government documents stored at his Florida estate. Parlatore had represented prominent Trump allies in their interactions with the congressional committee investigating the January 6 attacks; that was helpful, because Trump also faced charges stemming from the riot. Parlatore was a star lawyer in Trump world, so it's more than a little surprising that, in the fall of that year, he hired a close associate of one of the most notorious villains in the extended MAGA universe: Jeffrey Epstein.

Before he joined the Parlatore Law Group, Darren Indyke was Epstein's personal attorney for nearly a quarter century and reportedly among his closest associates and advisers. Parlatore's decision to hire Indyke appears to have escaped public notice. But Indyke, by his own account, has been working for the firm since October 2022.

Indyke is also a co-executor of Epstein's estate, which has made settlement payments to more than 100 alleged victims of the deceased multimillionaire's sex trafficking. Two women have sued Indyke, along with Epstein's former accountant, claiming that they helped administer a network of dozens of bank accounts, corporate entities, and money transfers that enabled Epstein's crimes. In court filings, Indyke has categorically denied any involvement in or knowledge of Epstein's alleged crimes.

I called Parlatore earlier this week after I noticed Indyke's photo and bio on the law firm's website. "He has skills doing a bunch of stuff that I don't know how to do, as far as corporate work," Parlatore told me during a brief conversation. He added that Indyke's "experience on the legal side of the Epstein business was valuable." For instance, Indyke knows how to structure financial arrangements and purchase aircraft, Parlatore said. "I hired him because of that."

Read: Inside the White House's Epstein strategy

Those kinds of financial skills are what the two women who sued Indyke allege were at the heart of Epstein's criminal enterprise. In his bio, Indyke touts his experience "as general counsel to family offices, serial entrepreneurs, investors, and other ultra-high-net-worth clientele." He doesn't mention Epstein. Among his other capabilities: "Complex business and commercial transactions," as well as "aviation, marine, and other exotic asset purchases, sales, and operation."

Indyke "came to me because he was looking for a job," Parlatore told me. He said he was aware of the allegations in the ongoing civil lawsuit, which was filed in 2024, after Indyke had joined the firm. But he said that Indyke had assured him that "the FBI looked into it, and they didn't find anything."

Indyke has not been charged with a crime. He did not respond to an email or a text message I sent, or to a voicemail I left at the number listed for him at the firm.

When he hired Indyke, Parlatore told me, "the Epstein stuff, as far as I was concerned, was irrelevant to me."

The Epstein stuff is highly relevant, however, and of the utmost political salience to Trump's base. For many Trump voters, the Epstein story captures how rich and powerful people can use their influence and connections to cover up one another's dark deeds. It's the kind of corrupt back-scratching that Trump has long pledged to stamp out. For weeks now, Trump has been at pains to distance himself from Epstein, once a close friend. Parlatore's work with Indyke seems unlikely to help that effort, particularly because Parlatore is now working closely with a key member of Trump's Cabinet, Secretary of Defense Pete Hegseth.

To describe Parlatore simply as what he is--Hegseth's personal lawyer and a Pentagon adviser--would overlook the symbiotic relationship that allowed both of them to rise inside Trump's circle.

Parlatore began representing U.S. troops accused of grave misconduct when Hegseth was catching Trump's attention as a Fox News host, during the president's first term. Hegseth made defending troops a personal on-air cause, arguing the military court system unfairly prosecuted "warriors" who had made tough decisions in the heat of battle.

Parlatore represented Navy Chief Eddie Gallagher, who was charged with premeditated murder following the death of a 17-year-old suspected Islamic State fighter in Iraq in 2017. Two years later, a court acquitted Gallagher on all charges except for taking a photograph with the corpse, and the Navy demoted him. Trump then pardoned Gallagher and reinstated his rank.

Parlatore had also become Hegseth's personal attorney. In 2024, after Trump nominated Hegseth as defense secretary, Parlatore threatened legal action against a woman who had filed a police report seven years earlier saying that Hegseth had assaulted her in a hotel. Parlatore told CNN that Hegseth's accuser was free to speak publicly, because a confidentiality agreement covering her and the nominee was no longer in effect. But he said he would consider suing her for civil extortion and defamation if she made what Parlatore described as false claims that might jeopardize Hegseth's chances of Senate confirmation.

Parlatore aggressively criticized reporters who questioned Hegseth's qualifications to run the Defense Department, and he helped his client prepare for a contentious nomination hearing. Hegseth squeaked through, after Vice President J. D. Vance cast the tie-breaking vote to confirm him.

Parlatore has been by Hegseth's side since he entered the Pentagon in January. A former naval surface-warfare officer, Parlatore rejoined the service as a reserve commander in the JAG Corps. Hegseth swore him back into uniform.

Read: When Pete Hegseth's Pentagon tenure started going sideways

Even as Hegseth has fired or dismissed a number of advisers, Parlatore has survived, and many officials in the Pentagon see him as the key intermediary to reach Hegseth. When journalists call the Pentagon with questions, they're often directed to Parlatore.

Parlatore has also backed up Hegseth's policy agenda, supporting the removal of hundreds of books flagged for DEI-related content from the library of the U.S. Naval Academy, from which Parlatore graduated.

Before Trump's reelection, Parlatore was a central member of the legal team representing the former president in the classified-documents case and even testified before the grand jury investigating the matter. He oversaw searches for additional classified documents at Trump properties.

Parlatore left Trump's legal team in May 2023, shortly before the former president was charged in the documents case, amid disputes with another attorney who Parlatore thought was hindering Trump's defense.

According to Indyke's LinkedIn profile, he is "of counsel" at the Parlatore Law Group, which usually describes a lawyer who is not a partner, but also not a junior employee. Some lawyers who are of counsel work on special projects or with particular clients.

Parlatore told me that Indyke's work on the Epstein estate has kept him so busy that he didn't have time for much else. Indyke also represents a few individual clients, Parlatore said, without naming them.

Meanwhile, Parlatore has been dabbling in conspiracy theories about the death of his colleague's former boss. On the Shawn Ryan Show podcast in May of last year, the host asked Parlatore why cases like Epstein's "are just being whisked away into nothing."

The obvious reason Epstein's federal prosecution for sex trafficking did not move forward in 2019 was that he hanged himself in his Manhattan jail cell. But Parlatore sensed darker forces at play.

"There's always pressure being brought when certain cases could reveal embarrassing things about people in power," he said. He speculated that Epstein had never stood trial "because he was permitted to kill himself." By whom, he didn't say.

Earlier this week, Parlatore posted a monologue on social media dismissing the idea that Epstein kept a "client list," the white whale of the saga that would supposedly identify powerful men for whom Epstein procured young women and girls. Parlatore suggested that Epstein didn't create such a list, but that the Justice Department lawyers who prosecuted him may have done so.

Government lawyers, he argued, "only really pursued the theory that Epstein trafficked girls for himself. They didn't bother looking for who else was involved."

Left unsaid was that some of Epstein's victims have gone looking for others involved in enabling Epstein's misconduct, and they claim that one trail leads to Indyke.

Last year, Epstein's estate, which Indyke administers with Epstein's former accountant, received a nearly $112 million tax refund from the IRS. "With most large claims against the estate having been settled, that newfound cash isn't likely to make its way to victims of the disgraced financier," The New York Times reported in January. But some of the assets could go to Indyke, as well as other beneficiaries that Epstein named before he died.

I asked Parlatore if he was aware that his associate stood to reap a financial windfall. That was news to him, he said, then added that if Indyke does come into a large amount of money, perhaps he'll quit the law firm.

Nancy A. Youssef contributed reporting.
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Donald Trump Shoots the Messenger

Classic authoritarian move: When reality doesn't go your way, deny reality.

by Jonathan Chait




Broadly speaking, Donald Trump's authoritarian moves come in two flavors. The first is devious plans that help him amass power (say, turning the Departments of Justice and Defense over to lackeys, or using regulatory threats to bully media owners into favorable coverage). The second is foolish impulses that he follows because they make him feel momentarily better.

Firing Erika McEntarfer, the commissioner of the Bureau of Labor Statistics, as Trump did via a Truth Social post this afternoon, falls into the second category.

McEntarfer's unpardonable sin was to oversee the routine release of BLS jobs data. This morning's report showed that job growth last month fell somewhat short of expectations. The more interesting--and, to Trump, unwelcome--information came in its revisions, which found that previous months had much lower job growth than previous estimates. Economists had been puzzling over the economy's resilience despite Trump's imposition of staggering tariffs. Now that we have the revised data, that resilience appears to have largely been a mirage.

Roge Karma: The mystery of the strong economy has finally been solved

Trump went with the familiar "fake news" defense. McEntarfer, he posted, had ginned up fake numbers to make him look bad. "We need accurate Jobs Numbers," he wrote. "I have directed my Team to fire this Biden Political Appointee, IMMEDIATELY. She will be replaced with someone much more competent and qualified. Important numbers like this must be fair and accurate, they can't be manipulated for political purposes."

The backdrop to Trump's move, and the reason observers are shocked but not surprised, is that the suspicion that jobs numbers are faked to help Democrats has circulated on the right for years. When a strong jobs report came out in October 2012, during Barack Obama's reelection campaign, the former General Electric CEO Jack Welch tweeted, "Unbelievable jobs numbers..these Chicago guys will do anything..can't debate so change numbers."

Welch's tweet was considered somewhat unhinged at the time, but like many paranoid forms of conservative thought, it gradually made its way into the Republican mainstream. Trump himself has spent years insisting that economic numbers were made up, regularly denouncing every positive jobs report during the Obama era as fake. And so, when this morning's report came out, his lizard brain was primed to act: Bureaucrat say Trump economy bad. Trump fire bureaucrat. Now economy good.

One problem with this move, even from the narrow standpoint of Trump's self-interest, is that his complaints with economic statistics don't fit together logically. Revisions of past numbers are a normal part of BLS methodology. Every monthly report is a projection based on limited information, so the Bureau continues to update its findings. Last August, the BLS revised previous months' job numbers downward. This was obviously a bad thing for the Biden administration, but Republicans decided that it was in fact evidence that the BLS had been cooking the books to make the economy look good. (They did not address the apparent puzzle of why it finally came clean, months before the election.) Now that Trump is president, however, downward revisions prove that the BLS is cooking the books to make the economy look bad.

The most prominent exponent of these incoherent theories is, of course, Trump himself. In his post firing the BLS commissioner, Trump cited the downward revisions as evidence that she was faking the numbers to hurt him: "McEntarfer said there were only 73,000 Jobs added (a shock!) but, more importantly, that a major mistake was made by them, 258,000 Jobs downward, in the prior two months."

In another post an hour and a half later, he cited last year's revisions as evidence that she had faked the numbers to make Joe Biden look good: "Today's Jobs Numbers were RIGGED in order to make the Republicans, and ME, look bad -- Just like when they had three great days around the 2024 Presidential Election, and then, those numbers were 'taken away' on November 15, 2024, right after the Election, when the Jobs Numbers were massively revised DOWNWARD, making a correction of over 818,000 Jobs -- A TOTAL SCAM." (The truth, as we've seen, is that the downward revisions under Biden were announced last August, not after the election, but never mind.)

Trump's anger with government statisticians also runs headlong into his feud with Federal Reserve Chair Jerome Powell. Trump has been raging against Powell for being too slow, in Trump's view, to cut interest rates. But cutting interest rates is what the Fed does when the economy is weak. When the economy is growing fast, it keeps rates high to avoid overheating. Trump is thus simultaneously claiming that the economy is stronger than people think and that Powell should act as if it's weaker than people think. He also blames Powell for failing to change policy quickly enough, when, according to Trump himself, the most important data Powell would use to make this decision are unreliable.

Jonathan Chait: What Trump's feud with Jerome Powell is really about

Trump's deeper confusion is his apparent belief that reported job numbers are what matter to him politically. He is obsessed with propaganda and has had phenomenal success manipulating the media and bullying his party into repeating even his most fantastical lies. But, as Biden and Kamala Harris learned the hard way, voters don't judge the economy on the basis of jobs reports. They judge it on the basis of how they and their community are doing. You can't fool the public with fake numbers into thinking the economy is better than it is. All fake numbers can do is make it harder for policy makers to steer the economy.

The president's mad rush to subject the macroeconomic policy makers to the same partisan discipline he has imposed on the power ministries is less a coup than a temper tantrum. He thinks he wants loyalists and hacks running those functions. He might not like what happens when he gets his way.
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ICE's Mind-Bogglingly Massive Blank Check

Congress has appropriated billions with few strings attached, creating a likely windfall for well-connected firms.

by Caitlin Dickerson




The more than $175 billion that Congress handed to the nation's immigration enforcers when it passed the One Big Beautiful Bill Act is larger than the annual military budget of every country in the world except the United States and China. Immigration and Customs Enforcement--just one component of the Department of Homeland Security--is getting more money than any other law-enforcement agency in America. All of this cash will be used to fund the next three and a half years of a deportation campaign that the public is already starting to question, at a time when the southern border is all but deserted.

But as striking as the overall amount of money is how little we know about why it was necessary or how the funds will be spent. The bill placed few guardrails on ICE or Customs and Border Protection--both of which have a history of financial mismanagement--and dedicated no money to oversight. What we do know from the agencies' public statements and contracts that are already in the works is that the money will be used to expand detention and surveillance systems, and that it will enrich some of the administration's closest friends.

When Donald Trump was inaugurated, top executives at the two largest private-prison companies that contract with the federal government to detain immigrants reacted with glee. In an earnings call with investors, Damon Hininger, the CEO of CoreCivic, called this "truly one of the most exciting periods" in his 32-year career with the company. CoreCivic's stock price rose by more than 80 percent in the week after Trump's reelection, while that of its top competitor, the GEO Group, doubled in less than a month. GEO's CEO, J. David Donahue, told investors that "we believe the scale of the opportunity before our company is unlike any we've previously experienced." GEO's executive chairman and founder, George Zoley, estimated that the company could make $1 billion in additional revenue. (Whereas some in the private-prison industry might have become jittery when Trump started talking about detaining immigrants in Guantanamo Bay or countries such as El Salvador, instead of the United States, Hininger assured his investors that there would be enough detained immigrants to go around. "I want to be very clear on this: We don't see that as an either/or. We actually see it as a both," he said.)

Read: Trump loves ICE. Its workforce has never been so miserable.

GEO invested $70 million preparing to expand its detention capacity before Trump even took office; CoreCivic spent $40 million doing the same before a single new contract was signed. Just three years earlier, President Joe Biden had signed an executive order directing the Justice Department not to renew its contracts with private-prison companies, saying that they amounted to "profit-based incentives to incarcerate" in a system that "imposes significant costs and hardships on our society and communities and does not make us safer." JPMorgan Chase said it would stop working with the industry. But now, with Trump, the companies' leaders had good reason to feel confident: His election meant the elevation of figures such as Pam Bondi, who worked as a lobbyist for GEO as recently as 2019 and became attorney general in February, and Tom Homan, the president's border czar, who was a GEO consultant during the Biden administration. The website for Homan's consulting firm touted a "proven track record of opening doors and bringing successful relationships to our clients, resulting in tens of millions of dollars of federal contracts to private companies." Homan has said he is recusing himself from contract negotiations now that he is back working for the government.

For years, high-level officials at ICE have retired from the agency into plum roles at both companies. Daniel Bible, who oversaw ICE's detention system, is an executive vice president at GEO, and Matt Albence and Dan Ragsdale, ICE's former acting director and deputy director, are senior vice presidents. CoreCivic has taken on at least two former ICE field-office directors and ICE's former head of budgeting. David Venturella has ping-ponged between the two: After 22 years at ICE, he rose through the executive ranks at GEO to become the company's head of client relations. Then, after Trump took office, he returned to ICE as a senior adviser.

This revolving door of hiring effectively puts private-prison-company executives at the negotiating table across from their former underlings, who may also hope to cash out in the private sector when they leave their government jobs. These conditions are not exactly conducive to making sure that the government's top negotiators don't agree to overpay for what they are purchasing, or that they hold contractors to account. DHS officials didn't respond to my request for a comment. Ryan Gustin, a spokesman for CoreCivic, told me the company follows rules set by the government for how former employees may interact with their previous agencies, and that "there's no basis for the claim that hiring former ICE officials results in higher costs or reduced accountability."

The confidence expressed by GEO and CoreCivic executives has paid off. Trump's spending bill provides $45 billion to ICE to expand the nation's detention system. It also dedicates $3.33 billion to immigration courts, but caps the number of judges who can be hired at 800-one of the few limits the bill contains. At the same time, the administration has actually been firing immigration judges, who have the power to hand down deportation orders and without which a person can't be removed from the United States. Hiring more will take months or years, and in the meantime, having fewer of them around now will only lead to more people being detained. "They're not really serious about getting rid of as many people as they can. They're serious about causing human pain and suffering," a former high-level ICE official, who spoke on the condition of anonymity for fear of retribution, told me. "Putting someone into detention isn't a removal, it's a punishment."

Allies of the administration are also in for a windfall in the technology sector. Palantir--whose co-founder and board chairman, Peter Thiel, is a strong supporter of Vice President J. D. Vance and has a hot-and-cold-but-mostly-hot relationship with Trump--has already secured $30 million to help ICE identify immigrants and track their locations. Palantir's stock price has soared by 200 percent since Trump was reelected, helped by the growth of its government contracts under both Democratic and Republican administrations and its work in AI.

Several former Palantir employees have gone to work for DOGE, which is reportedly creating a "master database" of immigrants by leveraging data from across the federal government. How the administration will use its stockpile of data, which almost certainly includes information on unsuspecting American citizens too, remains unclear. For a decade after 9/11, DHS spent millions surveilling people from predominantly Muslim countries as part of a program that the government later acknowledged "provided no discernible public benefit."

ICE has also expanded into phone tracking, and posted a request for contracts to help it monitor up to 1 million people using their social-media accounts, financial records, and the dark web, among other information sources. In April, CBP posted a request for information from vendors on how to expand the use of facial-recognition technology at the border. Trump's big spending bill provides the agencies nearly $6 billion to fund these technological advancements.

This kind of spyware might make sense if precision were a priority in the administration's approach to deportations, but the opposite appears to be true. On the streets and in immigration courts, it's become clear, as ICE strives to conduct 3,000 arrests a day, that anyone whose legal status is in doubt is fair game, including people with no criminal history--even children.  Undocumented immigrants aren't at all hard to find in the United States: They're on farms and dairies and in restaurant kitchens and at construction sites. They're delivering groceries and warm meals to front doors across the country, cleaning and landscaping homes, and caring for elders. An efficient way of deporting 1 million people a year would involve ICE simply raiding those workplaces one by one. But the administration has already learned that the political blowback from doing so would be untenable, because businesses would fail and communities would revolt. Instead of paring back its goals, the White House has continued spending indiscriminately. "They want a lot of toys because it's fun, but a lot of those toys are not necessary or probably all that helpful at the end of the day in terms of actually making the arrests," the former ICE official told me.

For years, Congress has criticized CBP and ICE for mismanaging their budgets, while also increasing those budgets at a remarkable pace. Since at least 2012, the United States has spent more money on immigration enforcement than on all other federal-law-enforcement endeavors combined. CBP's budget went from $5.9 billion in 2003 to $13.6 billion in 2016; ICE's increased by 50 percent over the same stretch of time, reaching $6.3 billion in 2016, according to The Deportation Machine, a book by the University of Illinois historian Adam Goodman. The next year, when Republicans controlled both chambers of Congress, House appropriators called out ICE for a "lack of fiscal discipline and cavalier management of funding for detention operations." In 2018, appropriators scolded the agency again for its "inability to manage detention resources."

Read: Trump's deportations aren't what they seem

Congress has specifically faulted ICE for its inability to estimate how much money it will need to carry out its mission, and just this year, legislators raised alarms about the agency's "especially egregious" overspending. But when it came time to draft Trump's One Big Beautiful Bill, its authors seem to have accepted the agency's requests without question. In a year that has already been one of the deadliest on record in immigration-detention facilities, the bill seems to leave health and safety standards up to the discretion of the secretary, potentially dispensing with years of bipartisan work to establish baseline requirements. Homan has indicated that he believes immigrant-detention standards are too high, and DOGE gutted the two offices that oversaw them: the Office of the Immigration Detention Ombudsman and the Office for Civil Rights and Civil Liberties. But an ICE spokesperson told reporters that the agency continues to uphold the rules without any changes to its oversight procedures.

The growth that the immigration-detention system is about to undergo may be difficult, if not impossible, to undo. The facilities tend to become economic engines in the communities that surround them, many of which are rural and poor. Once they open, closing them can become a political problem in its own right. Nancy Hiemstra, a professor at Stony Brook University who co-wrote the book Immigration Detention Inc., told me that since the system was established, its funding has almost never decreased. Instead, the spending is reinforced by all of the people and organizations whose financial interest is geared toward growth, including the subcontractors that operate within detention centers, providing services such as medical care and food. The same will be true of state and local agencies vying for a portion of at least $10 billion in reimbursement funds that Trump's bill created for those that help the administration with immigration enforcement. "Right now they're saying, 'We need more space, we're overcrowded,' creating this idea of chaos and overcrowding to use more funds," she told me. "Then, once the money is out there, there are many people who are dependent on it."
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Why Trump Broke With Bibi Over the Gaza Famine

The president wants the war to end and thinks Benjamin Netanyahu is standing in his way.

by Jonathan Lemire, Isaac Stanley-Becker




A few weeks ago, President Donald Trump and Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu each gave the other something of great symbolic value. Trump excoriated the "out-of-control" prosecutors responsible for the Israeli prime minister's corruption trial, and Netanyahu nominated the American president for the Nobel Peace Prize he has long coveted.

But whatever goodwill was generated by these gestures quickly dissipated, and was not enough to overcome deeper sources of conflict between the two men: starvation in the Gaza Strip, air strikes in Syria, and the lack of a cease-fire agreement between Israel and Hamas.

Trump in recent days has publicly and repeatedly broken with Netanyahu, dismissing his on-again, off-again ally's attempts to downplay the famine in Gaza, which has drawn international condemnation. Upset by images of dying children, Trump dispatched his diplomatic envoy, Steve Witkoff, to the region partly to pressure Israel to ease the hunger crisis. Meanwhile, the president and his senior aides were blindsided by recent Israeli strikes on Syria and a missile attack that hit Gaza's only Catholic church.

Trump, two administration officials told us, has come to believe what many in Washington have thought for months: that Netanyahu is looking to prolong the conflict in Gaza, in open defiance of Trump's wish for the war to end. The president and some of his aides think that Israel's military objectives in Gaza were achieved long ago, and that Netanyahu has continued Israel's assault, which has claimed tens of thousands of civilian lives, to maintain his own political power. The White House also believes that Netanyahu is taking steps that interfere with a potential cease-fire deal.

Yair Rosenberg: The corrupt bargain behind Gaza's catastrophe

But the two officials said they did not anticipate that Trump would hold Netanyahu accountable in any meaningful sense. (Like others, they spoke with us on the condition of anonymity to discuss sensitive matters.) Even as Trump has felt disrespected by Netanyahu, his anger hasn't translated into any significant shift in U.S. policy. The president blamed Hamas for the most recent breakdown of cease-fire talks. He resisted joining France and the United Kingdom in their vows this week to recognize a Palestinian state if Israel does not improve the humanitarian situation in Gaza and commit to a peace process. A White House official insisted to us that "there is no significant rupture" between Trump and Netanyahu and that "allies can sometimes disagree, even in a very real way." This morning, seemingly trying to set aside his differences with Netanyahu, Trump wrote on Truth Social: "The fastest way to end the Humanitarian Crises in Gaza is for Hamas to SURRENDER AND RELEASE THE HOSTAGES!!!"

Netanyahu has a long history of frustrating U.S. presidents. Joe Biden went from wrapping the prime minister in a bear hug in the days after the October 7, 2023, attacks to yelling at him over his prosecution of the war. Trump and Netanyahu were close during the president's first term, until Trump grew angry at his Israeli counterpart for recognizing Biden's 2020 victory. Their relationship has proceeded in fits and starts since then. Trump has hosted Netanyahu at the White House three times in the past six months, including a visit earlier this month, when they exchanged warm words. But Trump did not make a stop in Israel on his recent Middle East trip.

The hunger crisis in Gaza has put a new strain on their relationship. In March, Israel enforced a blockade of the Strip, which is densely populated, preventing food and supplies from reaching Gazans after more than 20 months of war. Human-rights organizations warned this month about widespread famine, particularly among children. Under intense international pressure, Netanyahu has allowed some food aid into the region in recent days, but he has also insisted that there is "no starvation" in Gaza. Before a meeting with United Kingdom Prime Minister Keir Starmer in Scotland on Monday, Trump was asked by reporters whether he agreed with Netanyahu's assessment. "Based on television, I would say not particularly, because those children look very hungry," Trump said. Later, he added: "That's real starvation stuff. I see it, and you can't fake that."

This is not the first time that Trump has responded to gruesome photos. In 2017, he ordered missile strikes on a Syrian air base after he was shown what he said were "horrific" images of children killed by chemical weapons days before. Earlier this year, he unleashed some rare tough rhetoric on Vladimir Putin after being shown photos of Ukrainian children killed by a Russian air strike. And this week, the two administration officials told us, Trump was bothered by images of a Russian strike on a nursing home in Kyiv.

Hussein Ibish: Food aid in Gaza has become a horror

Trump's frustration with the ongoing war in Russia has colored his response to what he is now seeing in Gaza, one of the officials and a close outside adviser to the president told us. During the 2024 campaign, Trump frequently boasted that he had kept the world free of conflict during his first term, and he returned to the Oval Office this year pledging to bring the wars in Gaza and Ukraine to a quick close. Instead, both have escalated, to Trump's humiliation. Putin has repeatedly defied Trump's wishes for a cease-fire, causing the president, who so often views foreign policy through a personal lens, to consider finally standing up to the Russian leader. (This week, Trump announced that he was giving Putin 10 days to stop the war in Ukraine or he would green-light a series of sanctions.) Similarly, Netanyahu's recent strikes in Syria and his rejection of claims about the Gaza famine have angered Trump. The president is eager to stabilize the Middle East--and expand the Abraham Accords, which normalized relations between Israel and several Gulf states in his first term--in order to foster business and trade relationships in the region.

Two additional U.S. officials told us that Trump's willingness to contradict Netanyahu reflects less a new breach between the two men than the president's "America First" approach--that Washington's foreign policy won't be dictated by Israel or any other foreign country. Trump is disinclined to accept Netanyahu's version of events, whether about conditions on the ground in Gaza or about the new government in Syria. When he visits Israel today, Witkoff, the president's envoy, has been tasked with developing his own assessment of the humanitarian situation in Gaza and the viability of the Gaza Humanitarian Foundation, an American nonprofit established earlier this year to distribute food in the Strip, these two U.S. officials told us. Aides have discussed pushing Israel to dramatically increase the amount of food and supplies it allows into Gaza--so that even if some were stolen by Hamas, as Israel alleges has happened before, enough would find its way into the hands of civilians--while also pressuring the Israeli military to stop firing on civilians.

As Netanyahu faces criticism for prolonging the war, members of his cabinet are trying to make the case that Israel is an asset to Trump's foreign policy. Ron Dermer, Israel's minister of strategic affairs and a former ambassador to Washington, argued in a podcast interview last week with David Friedman, the American ambassador to Israel during Trump's first term, that Israel's importance to American national security is "going to go higher and higher and higher and higher" as Washington seeks to reduce its presence in the Middle East and focus on competition with China.

Robert F. Worth: The dispute behind the violence in Syria

One of the U.S. officials told us that the president's patience is wearing thin mainly with Hamas, not with the Israeli prime minister. Trump continues to blame the terror group for starting the conflict with Israel, and has largely sided with Israel's view of the war (including by promoting a postwar plan for Gaza as a "Riviera of the Middle East"). When asked this week about British plans to recognize a Palestinian state, Trump rejected the idea as "rewarding Hamas." And just last week, Trump, after a call with Netanyahu, told reporters that Israel needed to "finish the job" and "get rid of Hamas" because the group didn't want to strike a deal to release the remaining hostages.

A White House spokesperson declined to comment for this article. A spokesperson for the Israeli prime minister did not respond to our request for comment.

Ultimately, Trump wants the war to end. He is aware of the growing anger toward Israel from noninterventionists in MAGA world, who don't want the U.S. involved in a conflict on the other side of the globe, one of the administration officials and the outside adviser told us. Representative Marjorie Taylor Greene, a staunch Trump supporter, on Monday became the first Republican in Congress to declare the situation in Gaza a "genocide." Steve Bannon and Tucker Carlson have also sharply criticized Israel. Trump and those close to him are wary of further upsetting some of his most die-hard supporters who have already expressed outrage over his administration's strike on Iran in June and its recent handling of the Jeffrey Epstein scandal. Trump was taken aback when several lawmakers and influencers refused to accept his directive to stop fueling the Epstein controversy that has enveloped his White House. And now Netanyahu's defiance has caused an additional rupture in Trump's base--and frustrated the president by creating yet another news cycle he can't control.

"He just really wants these stories to stop being on TV," the outside adviser told us.
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The FBI's Leaders 'Have No Idea What They're Doing'

A casualty of Trump's purge speaks out.

by Quinta Jurecic




Sign up for National Security, a newsletter featuring coverage of rising authoritarianism, military intelligence, and geopolitical conflicts.

Michael Feinberg had not been planning to leave the FBI. But on May 31, he received a phone call from his boss asking him about a personal friendship with a former FBI agent who was known for criticizing President Donald Trump. Feinberg, an assistant special agent in charge at the FBI's field office in Norfolk, Virginia, realized right away that he was in the crosshairs of the bureau's leadership at an unusually chaotic time. If his 15-year career at the bureau was coming to an end, he wanted to depart with at least some dignity rather than being marched out the door. By the following afternoon, he had resigned.

The FBI has long seen itself as an organization built on expertise. Its founder, J. Edgar Hoover, was an early and devoted advocate of professionalizing the government bureaucracy, to the point of mandating that agents wear a dark suit and striped tie. Now, however, the bureau is in the early stages of something like a radical deprofessionalization. The most important quality for an FBI official to have now appears to be not competence but loyalty. The exiling of Feinberg and others like him is an effort to engineer and accelerate this transformation.

Feinberg's boss, Special Agent in Charge Dominique Evans, didn't allege any misconduct on his part, Feinberg told me. Rather, as Feinberg set out in his resignation letter the following day, Evans explained that FBI Deputy Director Dan Bongino had found out that Feinberg had maintained a friendship with the former counterintelligence agent Peter Strzok, a longtime target of Trump's ire. During Trump's first term, Strzok was fired from the FBI--and became a recurring target of Fox News segments--after the Justice Department released text messages in which he'd disparaged the president. Trump has repeatedly attacked him over his work on the bureau's 2016 investigation into Russian election interference (a topic of renewed interest for the president these days).

The association between Feinberg and Strzok was enough for the bureau to cancel a potential promotion for Feinberg, he told me. Evans, Feinberg said, suggested that he might face demotion, and that he would soon have to take a polygraph test about his friendship with Strzok. He quit instead. (The FBI declined to comment on what it characterized as a personnel matter; when I reached out to Norfolk in hopes of speaking with Evans, the field office declined to comment as well.)

Listen: The wrecking of the FBI

In his resignation letter, Feinberg lamented the "decay" of the FBI. "I recount those events more in sorrow than in anger," he wrote. "I love my country and our Constitution with a fervor that mere language will not allow me to articulate, and it pains me that my profession will no longer entail being their servant." Since leaving the federal workforce, he has decided to speak out--because, he told me, agents still at the bureau who fear retribution asked him to. Feinberg is now planning to spend time writing about these issues while he--like many other government employees forced out by this administration--figures out what to do next. In a recently published essay, he argued that the FBI has become obsessed with "ideological purity and the ceaseless politicization of the workforce," which "makes us all less safe."

Feinberg's background is not that of an anti-Trump crusader. He was vice president of the Federalist Society chapter at Northwestern Law School, from which he graduated in 2004, and considers himself a conservative; today, he often uses the work of the conservative political philosopher Edmund Burke as a conversational reference point in discussions of politics. He joined the FBI in 2009, he told me, because he saw it as the "best vehicle" through which he could help "protect both United States interests in the world and the rule of law on the domestic front." When he and I first met, sometime around the beginning of the first Trump administration, Feinberg was working on counterintelligence investigations against China. Such was his commitment to the job that he refused on principle to go visit the giant pandas loaned by the Chinese government to the National Zoo.

Feinberg once trained as both a gymnast and a boxer, and still carries himself with a scrupulous economy of motion. He didn't talk about the details of his job much, but we turned out to share an interest in film noir and indie rock, subjects he approached with the same focus and intensity that he applied to matters of national security. I came to consider him a friend. At that point, he was already struggling to understand a conservative movement that seemed to have abandoned many of the principles that had attracted him in the first place.

Trump, in his second term, has intensified his efforts to transform ostensibly apolitical institutions into tools of his own personal power. This is a dangerous strategy in whatever form it takes: Eating away at government expertise, whether at the National Weather Service or the Food and Drug Administration, places lives at risk. But Trump's personalist approach is particularly dangerous when applied to the agencies that can detain, prosecute, and imprison people. In a recent conversation, Feinberg recalled the sociologist Max Weber's famous definition of the state as the entity with a monopoly on the legitimate use of force. "Organizations like the FBI are the tool by which that force is exerted," he said. "So you need them to be politically pure." Otherwise, the risk grows that the government's violence will be brought down on people who are disfavored by those in power.

The FBI does not have an impeccable track record in this area. In addition to his focus on technocratic institution-building, Hoover left behind an unsettled legacy of paranoia and bureaucratic power politics as well as a willingness to harass political enemies, from which the bureau has never quite managed to disentangle itself. Former FBI Director James Comey kept on his desk Hoover's approved application to wiretap Martin Luther King Jr., which the bureau planned to use as part of a campaign to drive the civil-rights leader to suicide--a reminder, Comey said, of what happens when those in power "lack constraint and oversight." Since Hoover's death, the FBI has built up thickets of procedures in an effort to avoid precisely this kind of political targeting.

Yet an FBI without constraint or apolitical oversight is exactly what Trump wants, and what Bongino and FBI Director Kash Patel seem to be working toward. Trump launched his 2024 campaign by declaring to his supporters, "I am your retribution," and in their previous lives as MAGA influencers, both Patel and Bongino voiced support for locking up the president's opponents. Citing "Justice Department sources," Fox News recently reported that the FBI has opened a criminal investigation into former intelligence chiefs who led the government's assessment of Russian election interference in 2016.

In the first Trump administration, such a blatant use of the FBI for political ends would have been an unthinkable breach of law-enforcement independence. But the FBI's new leadership has been pushing out many of those who might object. So many people have been driven away, in fact, that after his departure, Feinberg found himself adopted by what he calls an "exile community" of former Justice Department and FBI officials working to help one another adjust to post-government life. Many have found support in the organization Justice Connection, founded by a longtime Justice Department lawyer to provide support for employees leaving the department.

"The sad thing," Feinberg told me, is that these exiles began their government careers "with the purest and noblest of intentions." They're exactly the kind of public servants you'd want steadying the tiller at a time like this, and therefore exactly the people whom Patel and Bongino sought to be rid of. Others who have so far escaped notice are counting down the days until they can retire. Feinberg worries about how this attrition will affect the FBI's culture going forward. He worries about the dwindling number of FBI agents with solid values who are still trying to hang on. Without old hands around to voice principled objections, "newer and younger employees are going to become acculturated to a politicized bureau," he told me. "That will seem normal to them."

New agents will also arrive at a bureau much more directed toward prioritizing immigration arrests. Feinberg spent the first few months of the second Trump administration as his office's acting head, struggling to manage resources after agents were pulled into assisting with ICE roundups. In one instance, Feinberg became aware of a request from an FBI agent to purchase face coverings. Anxiety was building among agents over rumors of immigration officials being filmed and doxxed on social media, and ICE employees had begun hiding their identities. Now it seemed that FBI agents in Norfolk wanted to follow ICE's lead.

"I was absolutely furious," Feinberg told me. "We live in a democracy. We are an organization that serves the public. We do not hide from our actions." He conferred with others in the office's leadership, and they agreed to quietly prohibit office funds from being spent on masks.

Brandon del Pozo: Take off the mask, ICE

As we spoke, Feinberg emphasized that he didn't necessarily object to the FBI being involved in immigration enforcement. Every president, he said, gets to choose how to direct the bureau's priorities. The problem is the way the Trump administration has chosen to use the FBI: taking agents trained for complex investigations and having them stand around looking scary while ICE conducts immigration arrests. This overlap of the FBI and ICE not only wastes resources, but actively undermines the bureau's ability to investigate the very gangs that Patel and Bongino have said they want to tackle. Why, after all, would any Latin American immigrant agree to cooperate with the FBI on taking down MS-13 or Tren de Aragua, if reaching out to law enforcement might well get them deported?

There is also the question of what leads won't be pursued because of this focus on immigration--and because the FBI's leadership has pushed out the experts who knew how to do such work in the first place. Feinberg, who speaks Mandarin, helped spearhead the FBI's investigation into the Chinese technology giant Huawei, which the U.S. accused of stealing trade secrets from American companies. Now that he's gone, he's not sure whether anyone working in counterintelligence at senior levels of the bureau knows Chinese. "It's particularly concerning to me, as someone who dedicated his professional career to combating the Chinese Communist Party and all of its tentacles, to see resources and efforts diverted away from hostile foreign intelligence services and other serious threats to the homeland to focus on minor immigration status offenses," Feinberg wrote in his recent essay.

Earlier this month, Patel and Bongino found themselves tied up in the ever-widening Jeffrey Epstein scandal: Having hinted to the MAGA faithful at damning revelations only to come up empty-handed, they're now struggling to explain themselves. When I asked Feinberg about this, he sounded more exasperated than anything. "They get a kick out of playing dress-up and acting tough," he said. "But they actually have no idea what they're doing."
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How NASA Engineered Its Own Decline

The agency once projected America's loftiest ideals. Then it ceded its ambitions to Elon Musk.

by Franklin Foer




In the beginning, there was the name. A prophet guided Errol Musk to bestow it on his eldest son, or so he claimed. The seer was Wernher von Braun, a German engineer and an inspiration for Stanley Kubrick's Dr. Strangelove. Though von Braun had built missiles for Hitler and used concentration-camp prisoners for manual labor, the U.S. government recruited him, and eventually brought him to a base in Alabama and tasked him with sending men into orbit, then to the moon.

Von Braun had always dreamed of venturing deeper into the galaxy. Back in 1949, before he emerged as the godfather of the American space program, he spilled his fantasies onto the page, in a novel titled Project Mars. He described how a new form of government would take hold on the red planet: a technocracy capable of the biggest and boldest things. At the helm of this Martian state would sit a supreme leader, known as the Elon.

Whatever the truth of this origin story, Elon Musk has seized on von Braun's prophecy as his destiny. Since the founding of SpaceX in 2002, his business decisions and political calculations have been made with a transcendent goal in mind: the moment when he carries the human species to a new homeland, a planet millions of miles away, where colonists will be insulated from the ravages of nuclear war, climate change, malevolent AI, and all the unforeseen disasters that will inevitably crush life on Earth. Far away from the old, broken planet, a libertarian utopia will flourish, under the beneficent sway of the Elon.

This sense of destiny led Musk on October 5, 2024, to a Trump rally in western Pennsylvania. Wearing a gray T-shirt bearing the slogan OCCUPY MARS, Musk told the crowd that Trump "must win to preserve democracy in America." Thanks to their alliance, Musk briefly achieved powers that few unelected Americans have ever possessed. As the head of the Department of Government Efficiency, he demolished large swaths of the federal government and began to remake the infrastructure of the state. For a few erratic months, he assumed the role of the terrestrial Elon.

Five months into Trump's second term, Musk's inflated sense of his place in history clashed with the ego of his benefactor, the relationship ruptured, and each man threatened to ruin the other. Musk vowed that his spaceships would no longer carry Americans, or the supplies that sustain them, to the International Space Station. Trump threatened SpaceX's federal contracts, reportedly worth $22 billion. Weeks later, they were still bludgeoning each other. In July, Trump mused that he might deport the South African-born Musk, who in turn impishly announced that he would bankroll a new third party.

Both men are likely bluffing. Musk still needs the U.S. government to fund his grand designs. And the U.S. government very much needs Elon Musk.

Last year, 95 percent of the rockets launched in the United States were launched by SpaceX. NASA was a mere passenger. Musk has crowded low Earth orbit with satellites (nearly 8,000) that are becoming indispensable to the military's capacity to communicate and the government's surveillance of hostile powers. Even if Trump had pushed to dislodge Musk, he couldn't. No rival could readily replace the services his companies provide.

Read: American spaceflight is now in Elon Musk's hands

That Musk has superseded NASA is a very American parable. A generation ago, NASA was the crown jewel of the U.S. government. It was created in 1958 to demonstrate the superiority of the American way of life, and it succeeded brilliantly. In the course of landing humans on the lunar surface, NASA became the symbol of America's competence and swagger, of how it--alone among the nations of the Earth--inhabited the future. NASA's astronauts were 20th-century cowboys, admired in corners of the world that usually abhorred Americans. The Apollo crews traveled to the heavens on behalf of "all mankind," a phrase that appeared both in the act that created NASA and on the plaque left on the moon by Apollo 11. Even NASA's engineers, with their skinny ties and rolled-up sleeves, became the stuff of Hollywood legend.


The rocket pioneer Wernher von Braun. In his novel, Project Mars, he imagined humans traveling to the red planet. (Evening Standard / Getty)



NASA was born at the height of liberalism's faith in government, and its demise tracks the decline of that faith. As the United States lost confidence in its ability to accomplish great things, it turned to Musk as a potential savior, and ultimately surrendered to him. This isn't an instance of crony capitalism, but a tale about well-meaning administrations, of both parties, pursuing grandiose ambitions without the vision, competence, or funding to realize them.

If the highest goal of policy is efficiency, then all the money that the government has spent on SpaceX makes sense. Even the company's most vituperative detractors acknowledge its engineering genius and applaud its success in driving down launch expenses (unlike many defense contractors, SpaceX largely eats the cost of its failures). But in the course of bolstering Musk, in privatizing a public good, the government has allowed one billionaire to hold excessive sway. With the flick of a switch, he now has the power to shut down constellations of satellites, to isolate a nation, to hobble the operations of an entire army.

Because of Musk's indispensability, his values have come to dominate America's aspirations in space, draining the lyricism from the old NASA mission. Space was once a realm of cooperation, beyond commercial interests and military pursuits. Now it is the site of military brinkmanship and a source of raw materials that nations hope to plunder. The humanistic pursuit of the mysteries of the universe has been replaced by an obsession with rocket power. Musk wants to use his influence to impose the improbable endeavor of Mars colonization on the nation, enriching him as it depletes its own coffers. In the vacuum left by a nation's faded ambitions, Musk's delusions of destiny have taken hold.

NASA's golden age emerged from fiasco.

John F. Kennedy campaigned for president promising a "New Frontier," but he didn't really care about satellites or astronauts. Just before he launched his campaign, he confided to one scientist over drinks in Boston that he considered rockets a waste of money. A few years later, during a conversation recorded in the White House, he flatly admitted, "I'm not that interested in space."

But by the third month of his presidency, Kennedy was drowning in humiliation. On April 12, 1961, the Soviets hurled the cosmonaut Yuri Gagarin--or Gaga, as the international press adoringly called him--into orbit for 108 minutes, the first human to journey into the beyond. The New York Times hailed it as evidence of "Soviet superiority." The impression of American incompetence deepened five days later, when a CIA-backed army of exiles botched an invasion of Cuba, a misadventure immortalized as the Bay of Pigs.

In his desperation to redirect the narrative, Kennedy abruptly became an enthusiast for the most ambitious plan sitting on NASA's shelf. On April 21, shortly after his proxy army surrendered to the Communists, Kennedy suffered a bruising press conference. In response to a question about the relative inferiority of the American space program, he riffed, "If we can get to the moon before the Russians, then we should."


The Soviet cosmonaut Yuri Gagarin on his way to becoming the first man to orbit the Earth (Bettmann / Getty)



A month later, Kennedy delivered an address to a joint session of Congress that more formally launched the Apollo program. Even then, he did so harboring private doubts about the price tag, perhaps stoked by the fact that his own father considered his promise to land an astronaut on the lunar surface by 1970 an appalling act of profligacy. Joe Kennedy fumed, "Damn it, I taught Jack better than that."

When Kennedy voiced his ambitions, he stumbled into tautology: "We choose to go to the moon in this decade and do the other things, not because they are easy, but because they are hard, because that goal will serve to organize and measure the best of our energies and skills." He charged the American government with executing an engineering task more difficult than any other in human history, for no higher reason than to prove that it could be done. That was the animating spirit of "New Frontier" liberalism.

From the vantage of the present--when public faith in government is threadbare--it is staggering to consider the heedless investment Americans allowed Washington to make in a project with little tangible payoff, beyond the pursuit of global prestige in its zero-sum contest with the Soviet Union. At its peak, Apollo employed a workforce of about 400,000. The lunar program cost an astonishing $28 billion, somewhere north of $300 billion in today's dollars.

On Kennedy's own terms, Apollo was a world-historic triumph. The legendary NASA chief James Webb and his deputies helped create a whole new philosophy for running immense organizations: systems management. NASA simultaneously micromanaged its engineers--knowing that an unwanted speck of dust could trigger catastrophe--while giving them wide latitude to innovate. Complex flowcharts helped coordinate the work of dozens of teams across academia, corporations, and government laboratories. Despite using untested technologies, NASA achieved a near-perfect safety record, marred only by the 1967 fire that killed three astronauts in their capsule as they prepared for the first crewed Apollo mission. Even then, NASA's relentless culture kept pushing toward its goal.

Unlike the Soviets, who attempted to dictate public perceptions by manically managing the images of their exploits, NASA made the risky decision to allow its project to unfurl on live television. The Apollo voyages made for the most gripping viewing in the history of the medium. By one estimate, a fifth of the planet watched Neil Armstrong's moonwalk live, an especially astonishing number given the limited global reach of television in 1969.

The space program then was a projection of prowess and self-confidence. "Space was the platform from which the social revolution of the 1960s was launched," Lyndon B. Johnson wrote in his memoir. "If we could send a man to the moon, we knew we should be able to send a poor boy to school and to provide decent medical care for the aged." Apollo was a model for planned social change and technocratic governance--the prototype for tomorrow.

The savviest bureaucrats are hitmakers. Years before Armstrong planted the American flag on the moon, NASA had begun prepping plans for a sequel to Apollo. Only after the enchanted moment of the lunar touchdown did the agency meet with Vice President Spiro Agnew to unveil the next phase of America's future in space. On August 4, 1969, 15 days after Armstrong's giant leap, NASA pitched the Nixon administration on its vision of sending humans to Mars.

To nail the presentation, NASA brought von Braun, its most celebrated engineer, to do the talking. After all, they were selling the vision he had sketched in his novel decades earlier. By 1982, NASA said, it hoped to land on Mars in two nuclear-powered planetary vehicles, each carrying six crew members.

But in NASA's moment of glory, von Braun and his colleagues couldn't restrain themselves. They added items to their wish list: a lunar base, a space station, and a shuttle that would transport humans. Pandering before the ego that NASA needed most in order to realize its request, von Braun said he wanted to send Richard Nixon into orbit as part of the nation's celebration of its bicentennial, in 1976.

Agnew loved it. Nixon did not. He must have despised the thought of shoveling so much money into a program so closely associated with the blessed memory of his old nemesis John Kennedy. Besides, the moment of boundless technocracy was over, doomed by deficits and a sharp swerve in the public mood. During the unending debacle of Vietnam, the public had lost faith in grand ventures dreamed up by whiz kids. Meanwhile, civil-rights leaders railed against the diversion of major expenditures away from social programs. The sociologist Amitai Etzioni popularized a term that captured the rising sourness: moon-doggle.

At a moment when Nixon was hoping to retrench, NASA proposed a program with an annual cost that would eventually rise to $10 billion, carried out over more than a decade--an expense far greater than Apollo's. Von Braun and his colleagues had badly misread the room.


President Richard Nixon and the Apollo 13 crewmen on April 18, 1970. Nixon took a dim view of funding a trip to Mars. (Heritage Images / Getty)



In the end, Nixon agreed to give NASA an annual budget of just over $3 billion, and he scythed away every component of the plan except for the space station and the space shuttle, which was a reusable system that promised to limit the costs of space travel. But a shuttle traveling where? As Apollo wrapped up its final missions--and even three of those were canceled--NASA no longer had a clear destination.

Many of the leaders who carried the agency through the space race, including von Braun, began to depart for the private sector. During Apollo, government engineers had been omnipresent, stationed in the factories of its contractors; they mastered details. That changed in the shuttle era, with its constricted budgets and diminished expectations. Instead of micromanaging contractors, NASA began to defer to them, giving aerospace corporations greater sway over vessel design. In fact, it allowed them to own the underlying intellectual property for the vehicles and their component parts.

Because the contractors understood the minutiae and they didn't, NASA officials grew reluctant to push for innovations, paralyzed by the fear that they might be blamed for a contractor's mistake. A bureaucratic mindset took hold, first slowly, and then more dramatically after the Challenger disaster, in 1986. Freeman Dyson, the visionary astrophysicist, drew a devastating distinction between the "paper NASA," largely a figment of memory and pop culture, and the "real NASA," the sclerotic organization that rose in its place. Those criticisms were both legitimate and somewhat unfair; in the shadow of crewed spaceflight, which garnered attention and prestige, NASA pursued advances in robotics and astrophysics, such as the Galileo mission to Jupiter. But without a human on board, those accomplishments lacked the romance of NASA's golden age.

In the summer of 2001, Elon Musk sat in a Manhattan hotel room, fired up his laptop, and browsed NASA.gov. He had just returned from a party on Long Island. On the ride home, he'd told a friend, "I've always wanted to do something in space, but I don't think there's anything that an individual can do."

Musk was plenty rich and plenty bored. After a short stint as the CEO of the company that became PayPal, he was ousted by its board, although he remained its largest shareholder. He had bought a Czechoslovakian military jet, which he'd spent hundreds of hours flying, but that hardly held his attention. He was in search of his next thing.

Musk grew up a fan of science fiction, steeped in the extraterrestrial fantasies of Isaac Asimov and Robert Heinlein. The reality of space exploration, however, wasn't a subject that he'd studied closely, until he scanned NASA's site and had a revelation.

He assumed that he would read about impending missions to Mars. "I figured it had to be soon, because we went to the moon in 1969, so we must be about to go to Mars," he told the biographer Walter Isaacson. But no such plan existed, so he decided that it was his mission to push humanity forward.

The thought made Musk something of a cliche. Space is a magnet for rich dilettantes and--more than a sports car or yacht--the ultimate expression of wealth and power. Because space travel is ingrained in our culture as the hardest human endeavor, demanding immense resources, it commands cultural respect. For Musk--who had been bullied by both his schoolmates and his father--space offered the possibility of seizing the world by the lapels and announcing his greatness. A classic revenge fantasy.

Musk wasn't wrong about the diminished state of NASA. Remarking on the grim persistence of the space-shuttle program, Neil deGrasse Tyson said that NASA's flagship vessel "boldly went where man had gone hundreds of times before"--135 times, to be precise. These missions were essential to the construction of the Hubble Space Telescope and the International Space Station, but never ventured beyond the familiar confines of low Earth orbit. Even as Russia was losing the Cold War, it was winning the final chapters of the space race, fielding a program that was better conceived and more active. Indeed, when Musk first pondered launching rockets, he went to Russia in hope of buying used ones; this entailed sitting through vodka-drenched meals with apparatchiks hoping to bilk him. In the end, he concluded that it was cheaper to make his own. In 2002, he founded SpaceX.

Musk was a salesman, determined to make Washington turn its head--and sink cash into his start-up, housed in a suburban-Los Angeles warehouse, which was just beginning to cobble together its first rockets. In 2003, he trucked a seven-story rocket to D.C. and parked it outside the Air and Space Museum on the National Mall. Soon enough, the Air Force and the Defense Advanced Research Projects Agency gave him several million dollars to help grow SpaceX. In 2006, NASA awarded him $278 million for the first installment of a new program called Commercial Orbital Transportation Services. He received these grants even though SpaceX hadn't successfully launched a rocket. (Musk and the company did not respond to a request for comment for this story.)

For years, NASA had leaned on the same old set of big contractors: Northrop Grumman, Rockwell, Boeing. These were stodgy firms, anchors in the military-industrial complex, codependent on the government, with their own bureaucracies. Their projects tended to swell in cost and underperform. NASA officials knew these organization's failings and were desperate to reverse them. The shuttle program was scheduled for imminent retirement, but what would replace it? There was still a space station floating in low Earth orbit, with astronauts awaiting resupply.

At the dawn of the 21st century, disruption was the magic word, incanted by investors and fetishized in the media. It was only a matter of time before the government began chasing the same trendy idea, betting that a new group of entrepreneurs would arrive on the scene to create companies that would shatter all the old models.

In 2010, Barack Obama canceled Constellation, George W. Bush's program for returning to the moon. NASA was getting out of the business of owning spaceships and rockets--instead, it would rent ones owned by private firms. When Obama visited the Kennedy Space Center to announce this change in direction, he viewed one of Musk's Falcon 9 rockets, which was sitting on a launchpad. Photographers captured the young president and the budding billionaire strolling together, a passing of the torch to Musk.

Although he isn't usually generous with sharing credit for his successes, even Musk admits that the Obama administration rescued SpaceX. Burning through cash and crashing test rockets, his company was nearing collapse. But the change in policy opened a reservoir of funds for him. At SpaceX's bleakest moment, which Musk also describes as "the worst year of my life," NASA awarded it a $1.6 billion contract to carry cargo to the International Space Station. In his state of relief and jubilation, Musk changed his computer password to "ilovenasa."

Of all the emerging firms in the age of commercial spaceflight, SpaceX was the most deserving of success. Musk had an eye for engineering talent, and he preached an audacious vision, which attracted young idealists. Impatient, he questioned truisms and cut costs with unrelenting intensity, even if it meant buying a tool on eBay to align a rocket.

Despite its strengths, SpaceX couldn't triumph in this new age, because the idea of commercialization was inherently flawed. There wasn't a market for rocket launches, asteroid mining, or spacesuit design. For his very expensive product, there was one customer, with a limited budget: the U.S. government. That realization ultimately prodded Musk into another line of business. In 2015, he created Starlink. His rockets would launch satellites into orbit to supply Earth with internet service, a far more lucrative business.

Starlink turned SpaceX into a behemoth. Because SpaceX was constantly launching rockets--and not just for NASA--it kept gaining invaluable new data and insights, which allowed it to produce cheaper, better rockets. Because nothing is more exciting to an engineer than actually launching things, the company drained talent from its competition.

Musk's goal wasn't to achieve the banal status of monopolist. "The lens of getting to Mars has motivated every SpaceX decision," Musk told Isaacson. When he created Starlink, he did so because it would supply him with the capital to build rockets powerful enough to carry humanity to Mars.

Musk, who describes himself as a "cultural Christian," is not an especially religious person. But his imagination is fixed on the end of days--the possibility of an "extinction event"--because his childhood experiences push his adult anxieties in the direction of the catastrophic. In South Africa, he came of age amid the decaying of the apartheid state, which had once promised to safeguard his racial caste. His family, like his society, was fracturing. When he was 8, his parents divorced. He now recalls his father as a monstrous figure. "Almost every evil thing you could possibly think of, he has done," Musk once told Rolling Stone. (Errol Musk told Rolling Stone that "he has never intentionally threatened or hurt anyone," and later said that his son's comments were about their political differences at the time.)

Given this turbulence--and the paucity of reliable authority in his early life--it's hardly surprising that Musk would fear the worst. He found refuge from the world's harsh realities in the pages of sci-fi novels. But visions of apocalypse are the genre's elemental motif, and the fiction he devoured often magnified his dread.

Musk sought out works that offered both cause for despair and a vision of transcendence. Those Asimov novels featured hyperrational heroes, many of them engineers, who saved humanity by building space colonies where civilization could begin anew. Musk borrowed his self-conception from these protagonists.

From an early age, the colonization of Mars became Musk's idee fixe. At various points, he has described his companies as contributing to that overarching mission. Tesla's Cybertrucks are vehicles that could be adapted to traverse the Martian terrain; its solar panels, a potential energy source for a future colony. He has even reportedly claimed that his social-media platform, X, could serve as an experiment in decentralized governance--testing how a Martian outpost might use consensus as the basis for lawmaking, because he envisions a minimalist government on the red planet.

At SpaceX, Musk's employees have begun sketching the contours of life on Mars. One team is designing housing and communal spaces; Musk has already named the first Martian city Terminus, after a planetary colony in Asimov's novels. Other teams are developing spacesuits tailored to the planet's harsh environment and exploring the feasibility of human reproduction there. (When The New York Times reported on these teams, Musk denied their existence.)

No engineering challenge in human history rivals the audacity of making Mars a place humans can call home. Gwynne Shotwell, SpaceX's president and chief operating officer, calls it a "fixer-upper" planet, a hilarious understatement. Mars's atmosphere is 95 percent carbon dioxide and laced with nitrogen, among other elements and a smattering of toxins. Temperatures can plunge to -225 degrees Fahrenheit. My colleague Ross Andersen once memorably described what would happen to a human body on Mars: "If you were to stroll onto its surface without a spacesuit, your eyes and skin would peel away like sheets of burning paper, and your blood would turn to steam, killing you within 30 seconds." Even with a suit, protection would be tenuous: Cosmic radiation would seep through, and Martian dust storms--filled with abrasive, electrically charged particles--could bypass seams and seals.

Read: To get to Mars, NASA might finally need to hire explorers

These impossible conditions are compounded by Mars's distance from Earth. Launches are feasible only about once every 26 months, when the planets' orbits align to minimize travel time and fuel requirements. Even then, it takes roughly eight months for a spacecraft to reach Mars, making it exceedingly difficult to resupply a colony or rescue its inhabitants.

When challenged about these mortal dangers, Musk is disarmingly relaxed, and has said that he himself would make the journey. "People will probably die along the way, just as happened in the settling of the United States," he told Isaacson. "But it will be incredibly inspiring, and we must have inspiring things in the world."


A SpaceX Falcon 9 rocket lifts off from Launch Complex 39A at the Kennedy Space Center in March 2025. (Manuel Mazzanti / NurPhoto / AP)



To warm the planet, he proposes detonating nuclear bombs over Mars's poles, which he claims could induce a greenhouse effect--an idea he relishes, perhaps as a troll. SpaceX once sold T-shirts bearing the slogan Nuke Mars. According to a top scientist at the Russian space agency, Roscosmos, it would take more than 10,000 nuclear-tipped missiles to carry out Musk's plan. Even Wernher von Braun's fictional doppelganger, Dr. Strangelove, might have winced at such breezy talk of thermonuclear explosions.

President Kennedy was also willing to take absurd risks in pursuit of cosmic ambition, invoking the Cold War imperative to "bear any burden." But he did so to demonstrate national greatness. Musk is seeking to spend trillions--and risk human lives--to demonstrate his own. Because his reality emerges from fiction, Musk is untethered from any sense of earthly constraints. His sense of his own role in the plot emerges from his desire to leap into myth.

Musk's fixation on Mars also functions as a kind of ancestor worship, echoing a family mythology of flight from decline. In 1950, his grandfather Joshua Haldeman left Canada for South Africa in search of a freer society--one he believed could withstand the collapse of Western civilization. Haldeman's doomsday rhetoric railed against Jewish bankers and "hordes of Coloured people," whom he claimed were being manipulated to destroy "White Christian Civilization." In the rise of apartheid, he saw not repression but redemption, a last stand for the values he held sacred.

Read: Elon Musk's anti-Semitic, apartheid-loving grandfather

Like his grandfather, Musk is obsessed with staving off civilizational collapse. He does not voice his fears in openly racist terms--instead framing them in the language of freedom and survival--but he is fixated on the notion of a gene pool with diminishing intelligence. "If each successive generation of smart people has fewer kids, that's probably bad," he told the biographer Ashlee Vance. His rhetoric is provocative, but slippery enough to avoid outright extremism.

Over years of statements, social-media posts, and interviews, however, a pattern has emerged: Musk sees Mars not merely as a lifeboat but as a laboratory--an opportunity to reengineer humanity. On a new planet, far from Earth's chaos and constraint, he imagines a society remade in his own image.

This belief is rooted in a kind of technological social Darwinism, the idea that evolution can be steered, or even upgraded, by engineering. It's how he describes an animating premise of Neuralink, the company he co-founded that is developing brain-computer interfaces that aim to merge human cognition with machines and effectively create a species of cyborgs.

The same spirit infuses Musk's obsession with procreation, and he's doing his part. He now has at least 14 children, by The Wall Street Journal 's count, with four biological mothers. In his worldview, apocalypse and salvation converge: Either we become a race of engineered brilliance, or we vanish, and Mars is the greatest opportunity for remaking humanity. In a sense, it follows a classic pattern of migration. The bold depart in search of opportunity, while those who remain face extinction. Survival becomes a test of worth. Those who stay behind will, by their inaction, mark themselves as unfit for the future.

Once settlers arrive on Mars, Musk has suggested that life forms--possibly including humans--might be bioengineered to survive the planet's harsh environment. In one interview, he noted that humanity has long shaped organisms "by sort of selective breeding." Humans, he intimated, could be bred like cows. He's reportedly prepared to supply his own genetic material to the effort. Sources told the Times that Musk has offered to donate his sperm to help seed a Martian colony (which Musk later denied).

Using a concept borrowed from Asimov's fiction, Musk says that Martian colonists will serve as "the light of consciousness." They are humanity's last hope, the counterweight to a dark age that could follow Earth's destruction. But what's dark is his vision of abandoning Earth and investing the species' faith in a self-selected elite, one that mirrors Musk's own values, and perhaps even his traits. The idea is megalomaniacal, and is the antithesis of the old NASA ideal: for all mankind.

In the earliest hours of a spring morning, I drove across a Florida causeway, through a nature reserve filled with alligators and wild boars, to hallowed ground: Launch Complex 39A, once a stage for NASA's majesty.

More than half a century ago, Apollo 11 began its ascent to the moon here. During the space race, it was perhaps the most exciting place on the planet, poised between glory and disaster: 11 Apollo missions lifted off from here, followed by 82 space-shuttle launches. NASA framed 39A for the television era: an enormous American flag fluttering at one end of the horizon, a giant digital countdown clock at the other. Even now, a weathered CBS News sign hangs on a small cinder-block building with a perfect view of the site--the same spot where Walter Cronkite once narrated liftoffs in his authoritative baritone.

By 2013, the launchpad had become an expensive, unused relic, but because of its presence on the National Register of Historic Places, it couldn't be torn down. Musk coveted the site, as did his longtime competitor, Jeff Bezos. But at the time, Bezos didn't have a rocket capable of flying from 39A. SpaceX won the rights to lease the launchpad for the next 20 years. The old theater of American dreams now belonged to Musk.

I arrived at 39A to watch the launch of Falcon 9--SpaceX's workhorse rocket, the height of a 20-story building--which would help deliver cargo to the International Space Station, circling in low Earth orbit. There's no alternative to the Falcon 9, and there's no rival to SpaceX. For the time being, the company is the only domestic entity, public or private, with the capacity to deliver crew and cargo to the space station.

Lyndon Johnson once said that "control of space means control of the world." In his day, space was a way to project national strength to a global audience through displays of technical superiority. Today, it has become a domain of warfare, alongside land, sea, and air. Modern combat operations rely on space-based systems that guide munitions, coordinate communications, and spy on adversaries. Without dominance in orbit, terrestrial forces would be deaf, blind, and largely immobile. In 2019, then, the Pentagon created the Space Force as the sixth branch of the military.

If space is power, then Musk's role is badly understated. It's no longer accurate to call him merely the world's richest earthling. The United States is now dependent on him in its quest to command space. Through its Starshield division, SpaceX provides space-based communication for the U.S. armed forces; its satellites can reportedly track hypersonic and ballistic missiles and extend the government's surveillance reach to nearly every corner of the globe. In April, the Space Force awarded SpaceX a majority of its contracts for a batch of national-security missions over the coming years.

Some of this work involves agencies such as the National Reconnaissance Office, placing it within the penumbra of classification. The true extent of the government's reliance on SpaceX is largely obscured, rarely scrutinized, and only loosely regulated. Yet the dependency is undeniable. If Musk were to withhold support--out of principle, pique, or profit motive--the government could find itself stranded. None of SpaceX's competitors yet possesses the capability to replace it. (A Space Force spokesperson said that it relies on "a number of industry partners," including SpaceX, and continues to seek "to broaden the diversity of potential vendors," adding that the Department of Defense "exercises rigorous oversight" of its contracts. The spokesperson also denied claims that SpaceX's satellites track missiles.)

The war in Ukraine has offered a chilling glimpse of the risks posed by Musk's role as interstellar gatekeeper. In the early days of the invasion, SpaceX rushed to supply Ukraine with Starlink terminals, helping to replace communications systems debilitated by Russian cyberattacks and advancing troops. It was a noble gesture and a strategic boon. Ukrainian forces, empowered by the new technology, coordinated scrappy, asymmetrical tactics that blunted Russian advances.

But Musk's commitment soon wavered. In September 2022, SpaceX denied a Ukrainian request to extend Starlink coverage to Crimea, effectively blocking a planned strike on Russian naval forces in Sevastopol. (Starting that fall, Musk began speaking with Vladimir Putin at length, according to the Journal, troubling the U.S. intelligence community.) In the months that followed, the company imposed new geographic limits on Starlink's use, restricting its application in areas where Ukraine might otherwise target Russia's vulnerabilities. Musk framed the move as an act of prudent restraint that would help avert World War III. But it also exposed an unsettling reality: Ukraine's battlefield operations were subject to the discretion of a single person. "My Starlink system is the backbone of the Ukrainian army," he posted on X. "Their entire front line would collapse if I turned it off."

Musk's preeminence marks a profound shift in the history of American political economy. During the Cold War, the military-industrial complex was driven by corporations that operated as handmaidens to the state. They had outsize influence, but remained largely bureaucratic, gray-flannel institutions--cogs in a sprawling, profitable machine. Musk is different. Years of hagiographic media coverage and his immense social-media reach birthed legions of fanboys and nurtured a cult of personality. His achievements command awe.




In the damp Florida night, I stood on a sandbank and trained my eyes on Launch Complex 39A as the countdown clock ticked toward zero. And then, without the benefit of Cronkite's narration, I watched the Falcon 9 violently part the darkness, with a payload bound for the space station. A few minutes later, a light appeared in the sky: The reusable rocket was returning home. Majestic and imperious, it cast a warm glow over the palm trees.

For a moment this spring, Musk's grand ambitions seemed like they might buckle. In Washington, it had long been assumed that Musk and Trump would turn on each other. When it finally happened, the spark, fittingly, was NASA. Musk had pushed to install his friend Jared Isaacman as head of the agency--a move that stank of cronyism. In 2021, Isaacman, a tech entrepreneur, had paid SpaceX millions to chase a childhood dream of flying to space. That deal soon led to a friendship, and eventually, his company owning a stake in SpaceX itself.

Read: MAGA goes to Mars

When Trump soured on Musk, he struck where it hurt most. Annoyed after learning of Isaacman's past donations to Democratic campaigns, the president withdrew the nomination on May 31. Musk received the move as one in a string of betrayals and erupted online, warning that the Jeffrey Epstein files would implicate Trump and that the president's spending bill was a "disgusting abomination." The clash soon shifted to space. Musk threatened to decommission the spacecraft resupplying the International Space Station; Trump blustered that he would order a review of SpaceX's government contracts.

Yet for all the rancor, there is no sign that SpaceX has actually suffered. Trump and Musk have dismembered the federal bureaucracy, but its old tendencies are still prevailing; the apparatus clings to the vendors that have delivered results. Even as Trump raged, Washington's dependence on Musk was growing. In June, a Space Force commander said that SpaceX will play a crucial part in the MILNET program, a new constellation of 480-plus satellites. Reportedly, the Pentagon will pay for it; the intelligence community will oversee it; Musk will run it.

In its proposed 2026 budget, the Trump administration moved to bankroll Musk's deeper ambitions, albeit with a fraction of the gargantuan sum required. Trump has proposed spending $1 billion to accelerate a mission to Mars and fund the design of spacesuits, landing systems, and other technologies that would make a voyage feasible.

The money spent on human space exploration will be pried from NASA's other programs, even as the agency's total budget is set to shrink by nearly 25 percent and its workforce by one-third. To fulfill Musk's cosmic destiny, the administration is gutting NASA's broader scientific mission--the thing that NASA does best. (When asked about this shift, a NASA spokesperson described "leading the way in human exploration of our solar system" as the agency's "core mission," and added that it is "contributing to a competitive market that will increase commercial innovation.") Human spaceflight has floundered for decades, haunted by its inability to replicate its greatest achievements and whipsawed by changing presidential priorities. And the importance of astronauts to the enterprise of exploration, which was always questionable, has further diminished as the quality of robots has improved.

At the same time, and without attracting the same kind of fanfare, NASA continues to display extraordinary acumen in science; its research initiatives are arguably the most profound ventures in all of government. They address the greatest mysteries in the universe: How did life begin? Are we alone in the cosmos?

The government--so often viewed as a soul-sapping bureaucracy--has helped supply answers to these most spiritual of questions. In the late 1980s and early '90s, the Cosmic Background Explorer provided empirical support for the Big Bang theory. In 2020, after the OSIRIS-REx probe reached the asteroid Bennu, it collected a sample from a type of primordial projectile thought to have delivered life's building blocks to early Earth. Using the Hubble Space Telescope, NASA helped determine the age of the universe, affirmed the existence of dark energy, and extended humanity's gaze into distant galaxies and black holes. By capturing light from galaxies as they existed more than 13 billion years ago, one of NASA's telescopes has effectively peered into the universe's distant past.

For all of Musk's mockery of NASA's supposed lack of ambition, the agency had already mounted a daring campaign to explore Mars--albeit with robots, not settlers. Over the decades, it sent a fleet of rovers (Spirit, Opportunity, Curiosity, Perseverance) to wander the plains of the red planet, drilling into rock and searching for ancient traces of water and life.

NASA's lenses point inward as well as outward. Its satellites have documented the melting of the polar ice caps and the destruction of forests, alerting humanity to the planet's precarity. Unlike the technological spin-offs NASA often touts to Congress to justify its existence, these discoveries aren't fleeting breakthroughs in applied engineering. They are the path to humanity's self-knowledge--discoveries that private firms will never pursue, because their value can't be monetized.

Put differently, Trump's budget is a cultural document. It reflects a shift in public values. Not so long ago, the astronomer Carl Sagan shaped how Americans thought about space. He did so through elegant books and his television series, Cosmos, which reached an estimated 500 million viewers worldwide. At its core, his project was to extol the virtues of the scientific method, which requires and promotes skepticism and humility--a way of thinking that could help society resist the lure of authoritarianism. He exuded wonder, a value he hoped to cultivate in Americans, and harkened back to the humanism of the Enlightenment, which was unfussy about the boundaries between philosophy and science.

Every time I see Musk, I think of Sagan--because Musk is his opposite. He is a creature not of science but of engineering. He owes his fortune to the brute force of his rockets, and the awe they inspire. There's nothing humble about his manner. Rather than celebrate the fragile, improvised nature of human existence, Musk seeks to optimize or overwrite it--in the name of evolution, in pursuit of profit, in the vainglorious fulfillment of his adolescent fantasies. Where Sagan envisioned cooperation, Musk embodies the triumph of the individual. Where Sagan cautioned against the unintended consequences of technology, Musk charges headlong into the next disruption. That rush will eventually sweep away many of the old strictures confining him.

For more than 50 years, the U.S. government has mulled missions to Mars and never mustered the political will to fund one. Elon Musk is doing just that. SpaceX is planning to launch its first uncrewed mission to Mars--neither funded nor formally sanctioned by NASA--in late 2026, timed for planetary alignment.

Musk himself pegs the odds of hitting that 2026 window at 50-50. His history of theatrics and unmet deadlines suggests that those odds may be overstated. But this is more than bluster. He is building the most powerful rocket in human history, testing it at a relentless pace, and forcing it toward viability through sheer will. However speculative his timelines, they point to a plausible destination: the day when Musk escapes the gravitational pull of the U.S. government.

The story of Elon Musk can be told using the genre of fiction that he reveres most. In an act of hubris, NASA gave life to a creature called SpaceX, believing it could help achieve humanity's loftiest ambitions. But, as in all great parables about technology, the creation eclipsed the creator. What was meant to be a partner became a force of domination. The master lost control. And so begins a new part of the tale: a dystopian chapter written in the language of liberation.



* Lead image sources (clockwise from bottom left): NASA; Corbis / Getty; Gianluigi Guercia / Getty; Bettmann / Getty; Alex Brandon / AP
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A Democrat for the Trump Era

Jasmine Crockett is testing out the coarse style of politics that the GOP has embraced.

by Elaine Godfrey




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


All the comforts of a Waldorf Astoria city-view suite did not, at that moment, seem to cheer Jasmine Crockett. The 44-year-old Texas Democrat known for her viral comebacks was frowning as she walked into her hotel room in Atlanta last month. She glanced around before pulling an aide into the bathroom, where I could hear them whispering. Minutes later, she reemerged, ready to unload.

She was losing her race to serve as the top Democrat on the House Oversight Committee, she told me, a job she felt well suited for. Members of the Congressional Black Caucus were planning to vote for the senior-most person in the race, even though that person wasn't actually a Black Caucus member, Crockett complained. California members were siding with the California candidate. One member was supporting someone else in the race, she said, even though "that person did the worst" in their pitch to the caucus. Crockett was starting to feel a little used. Some of her colleagues were "reaching out and asking for donations," she said, but those same colleagues "won't even send me a text back" about the Oversight job.

To Crockett, the race had become a small-scale version of the Democratic Party's bigger predicament. Her colleagues still haven't learned what, to her, is obvious: Democrats need sharper, fiercer communicators. "It's like, there's one clear person in the race that has the largest social-media following," Crockett told me.

In poll after poll since Donald Trump's reelection, Democratic voters have said they want a fighter, and Crockett, a former attorney who represents the Dallas area, has spent two and a half years in Congress trying to be one. Through her hearing-room quips and social-media insults, she's become known, at least in MSNBC-watching households, as a leading general in the battle against Trump. The president is aware of this. He has repeatedly called Crockett a "low-IQ" individual; she has dubbed him a "buffoon" and "Putin's hoe." Perhaps the best-known Crockett clapback came last year during a hearing, after Representative Marjorie Taylor Greene of Georgia made fun of Crockett's fake eyelashes. Crockett, seeming to relish the moment, leaned into the mic and blasted Greene's "bleach-blond, bad-built, butch body." Crockett trademarked the phrase--which she now refers to as "B6"--and started selling T-shirts.

At the time, I wrote that the episode was embarrassing for everyone involved. But clearly it resonated. Crockett has become a national figure. Last year, she gave a keynote speech at the Democratic National Convention and was a national co-chair of Kamala Harris's campaign. This year, she has been a fixture on cable news and talk shows as well as a top party fundraiser; she was in Atlanta, in part, for a meet and greet with local donors. At an anti-Trump protest on the National Mall in April, I saw several demonstrators wearing B6 shirts. Others carried signs with Crockett's face on them.

Crockett is testing out the coarser, insult-comedy-style attacks that the GOP has embraced under Trump, the general idea being that when the Republicans go low, the Democrats should meet them there. That approach, her supporters say, appeals to people who drifted away from the Democrats in 2024, including many young and Black voters. "What establishment Democrats see as undignified," Max Burns, a progressive political strategist, told me, "disillusioned Democrats see that as a small victory." Republicans understand this, Crockett said: "Marjorie is not liked by her caucus, but they get her value, and so they gave her a committee chairmanship."

Perhaps inadvertently, Crockett seemed to be acknowledging something I heard from others in my reporting: that the forthrightness her supporters love might undermine her relationships within the party. Some of Crockett's fellow Democrats worry that her rhetoric could alienate the more moderate voters the party needs to win back. In the same week that Democratic leadership had instructed members to focus on Medicaid cuts and tax breaks for billionaires, Crockett referred to Texas Governor Greg Abbott, who uses a wheelchair, as "Governor Hot Wheels." (Crockett claimed that she was referring to Abbott's busing of migrants.) In an interview with Vanity Fair after the 2024 election, Crockett said that Hispanic Trump supporters had "almost like a slave mentality." She later told a CNN host that she was tired of "white tears" and the "mediocre white boys" who are upset by DEI.

Unsurprisingly, Trump himself seems eager to elevate Crockett. "They say she's the face of the party," the president told my Atlantic colleagues recently. "If she's what they have to offer, they don't have a chance." Some of the Republican targeting of Crockett is clearly rooted in racism; online, Trump's supporters constantly refer to her as "ghetto" and make fun of her hair.

From the June 2025 issue: 'I run the country and the world'

None of this appears to be giving Crockett any pause. The first time I met her, a month before our conversation in Atlanta, she was accepting a Webby Award, in part for a viral exchange in which she'd referred to Representative Nancy Mace of South Carolina as "child" and Mace suggested they "take it outside." Backstage, in a downtown-Manhattan ballroom, I asked Crockett whether she ever had regrets about her public comments. She raised her eyebrows and replied, "I don't second-guess shit."

This spring, I watched Crockett test her theory of politics in a series of public appearances. At the Webbys, most of her fellow award winners were celebrities and influencers, but only Crockett received a standing ovation. A week later, Crockett flamed Republicans and the Trump administration during a House Judiciary subcommittee hearing about Immigration and Customs Enforcement. A 15-minute clip of her upbraiding ICE agents--"These people are out of control!"--has racked up more than 797,000 views on YouTube; I know this because she told me. On TikTok and Instagram, Crockett has one of the highest follower counts of any House member, and she monitors social-media engagement like a day trader checks her portfolio. She is highly conscious, too, of her self-presentation. During many of our conversations, Crockett wore acrylic nails painted with the word RESIST, and a set of heavy lashes over her brown eyes. The lock screen on her phone is a headshot of herself.


Representative Jasmine Crockett rides in a vehicle after attending events in the Atlanta area last month. (Photograph by Melissa Golden for The Atlantic)



Behind the scenes, the representative speaks casually. At the Waldorf, I watched her deliver a quick Oversight-campaign pitch via Zoom. It was a virtual meeting of the Congressional Asian Pacific American Caucus, she'd explained to me beforehand. But then, after the call, she wasn't sure. "CAPAC is the Asian caucus, right?" she asked. "Yes," the aide confirmed. "That would've been bad," Crockett said with a laugh. She can also be brusque. During our interview at the Waldorf, she dialed up a staffer in D.C. in front of me and scolded him for an unclear note on her schedule. Another time, in the car, after an aide brought Crockett a paper bag full of food from a fundraiser, she peered inside, scrunched her nose, and said, "This looks like crap."

Still, Crockett is often more thoughtful in person than she might appear in clips. Once, after a hearing, I watched as she responded to a request for comment with a tight 90-second answer about faith and service. Another time, a reporter who was filming her tried to provoke her by asking what she would say to people who think she is "mentally ill." "They can think whatever they want to, because as of now, we live in a democracy," Crockett answered calmly, before taking another question. "I don't want people to lose sight of the fact that this is someone with a very fine, legally trained mind," Representative Ayanna Pressley of Massachusetts, a mentor of Crockett's, told me.

Crockett's Republican critics like to say that she's a private-school girl playing a plainspoken Texas brawler for social-media clout. They're not wrong about her background. Crockett grew up an only child in St. Louis, not Dallas, and attended private high school before enrolling at Rhodes College, a small liberal-arts school in Tennessee. When Crockett was young, her father was a life-insurance salesman and a teacher, she told me, and she has talked often about his work as a preacher; her mother, she said, still works for the IRS. Crockett's stage presence precedes her political career. At Rhodes, from which she graduated in 2003, she was recruited to the mock-trial program after a team leader watched her enthusiastic performance as the narrator Ronnette in Little Shop of Horrors, her former coach, Marcus Pohlmann, told me. She won a national award during her first and only year in the program.

As Crockett tells it, she became interested in the law after she and a few other Black students at Rhodes received anonymous letters containing racist threats. The school hired a Black female attorney from the Cochran Firm, a national personal-injury-law group, to handle the case, Crockett told me. The attorney became Crockett's "shero," she said, and inspired her to attend law school herself. When I asked for the name of her shero so that I could interview her, Crockett told me that she did not remember. I reached out to a former Cochran Firm attorney in Tennessee who fit Crockett's description; she remembered the incident in broad terms but was not sure if she had worked on the case or with Crockett. Although Rhodes College had no specific records of the incident, two people who worked at the college at the time told me that they recalled it.

Crockett worked for a few years as a public defender in deep-red Bowie County, Texas, before starting her own law firm, where she drew attention for defending Black Lives Matter demonstrators. She was sworn in to the Texas state House in 2021 and became the body's third-most progressive member, according to the Texas Tribune, authoring dozens of bills, with an emphasis on criminal-justice reform. (None of the legislation for which she was the main author ever passed the Republican-dominated legislature.) "Most freshmen come, they are just trying to learn where the restrooms are," but Crockett "came with a fight in her," Texas Representative Toni Rose, a former Democratic colleague of Crockett's, told me.

Read: The real problem with Democrats' ground game

Having defeated an incumbent Democrat to win her seat, Crockett was already viewed as an agitator by some of her new colleagues. Then, in 2021, she became the unofficial spokesperson for a group of more than 50 Texas Democrats who fled to D.C. in a high-profile effort to stall Republican legislation. Her dealings with the press built up "real resentment" with Democratic leaders, one Texas-based party strategist, who was familiar with caucus actions at the time, told me. (This person, like some others interviewed for this story, was granted anonymity to speak candidly.) "When they broke quorum and it was important that everything be secret, she was on the phone to the press talking about what they were getting ready to do," the strategist said. Both Crockett and her chief of staff at the time, Karrol Rimal, denied this version of events and told me that she had not given an interview before arriving in D.C. Rimal said that Crockett had agreed to do press only if the story would not be published until the Texas lawmakers crossed state lines. He added that state Democrats were sometimes jealous because Crockett "outshined them."


Crockett attends a conference at New Birth Missionary Baptist Church in Stonecrest, Georgia, in June. (Photograph by Melissa Golden for The Atlantic)



The state-House drama was short-lived: After one term, Crockett became the handpicked replacement for 15-term U.S. Representative Eddie Bernice Johnson. Crockett sailed to victory, and less than a year later, her breakthrough moment arrived: While questioning a witness in a committee hearing, Crockett held up a photograph of several boxes in a Mar-a-Lago bathroom. The classified documents, she said, looked like they were "in the shitter to me!" Trump critics praised her as an "absolute star" and their "new favorite Congresswoman."

Not everyone agreed. Johnson felt that the freshman representative was dismissive of her experience and advice, according to two sources familiar with the relationship. "I don't think it was a secret" that by the time Johnson died, in December 2023, "she had had second thoughts about Jasmine," the Texas-based Democratic strategist said. Crockett strongly denied this characterization and said that she had never heard it from those close to Johnson. I reached out to Johnson's son for his view, but he didn't respond.

The race to replace the Oversight Committee's top Democrat, the late Representative Gerry Connolly, presented a multipurpose opportunity. Democrats could preview their resistance strategy for a second Trump administration. And Crockett, who'd run an unsuccessful, last-minute bid for a leadership position the previous year, could test her own viability as a party leader.

In late May, Crockett brought me along to a private meeting in the green-walled office of a freshman member--Maxine Dexter of Oregon--where she made her pitch: The Democrats have a communication problem, Crockett said. "The biggest issue" with Joe Biden's presidency wasn't "that he wasn't a great president," she explained. "It was that no one knew what the fuck he did." (Crockett acknowledged to Dexter that the former president is "old as shit," but said, "He's an old man that gets shit done.") Crockett highlighted her own emphasis on social media, and the hundreds of thousands of views she had received on a recent YouTube video. "The base is thirsty. The base right now is not very happy with us," Crockett continued, and if any lawmaker could make them feel heard, "it's me."

Crockett told Dexter that she had big plans for Oversight. She wanted to take hearings on the road, and to show voters that "these motherfuckers"--Republicans--are all "complicit" in Trump's wrongdoing. She wasn't worried about her own reelection. "I guess it's my fearlessness," she told Dexter.

Dexter asked Crockett about her relationship with leadership. Another young firebrand, Representative Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez, had bumped up against then-Speaker Nancy Pelosi when she arrived in Congress, Dexter noted. Crockett dismissed that concern, explaining that she had never wanted to "burn it down" and prefers to be seen as working on behalf of the party. The national "Fighting Oligarchy" tour featuring Senator Bernie Sanders and Ocasio-Cortez is a good idea, Crockett said, but it "kind of makes people be like, Oh, it's about them, right? Instead of the team." (Through a spokesperson, Ocasio-Cortez declined to comment. Crockett told me that the two have a positive relationship.)

Read: Can you really fight populism with populism?

By the end of the meeting, Dexter was ready to vote for Crockett. But she would never get the chance. Five days after Crockett's fundraiser in Atlanta, Punchbowl News reported that she had "leaned into the idea of impeaching President Donald Trump," which spooked swing-district members. Representative Robert Garcia of California was quickly becoming the caucus favorite. Like Crockett, he was relatively young and outspoken. But he had spent his campaign making a "subtle" case for generational change, Punchbowl said, and he'd told members that the Oversight panel shouldn't "function solely as an anti-Trump entity."

The same day the Punchbowl report was published, 62 Democratic leaders met to decide which of the four Oversight candidates they'd recommend to the caucus. The vote was decisive: Garcia, with 33 votes, was the winner. Crockett placed last, with only six. Around midnight, she went live on Instagram to announce that she was withdrawing her name from the race; Garcia would be elected the next morning. In the end, "recent questions about something that just wasn't true" had tanked her support, Crockett told her Instagram viewers. She hadn't campaigned on impeaching Trump, she told me later; she'd simply told a reporter that, if Democrats held a majority in the House, she would support an impeachment inquiry. And why not? She was just being transparent, Crockett told me, "and frankly, I may not get a lot of places because I am very transparent."

Some of Crockett's fellow Democrats find that candor refreshing. "People don't necessarily agree with her aggressive communication style," Representative Julie Johnson of Texas told me. "I'm thrilled she's doing it, because we need it all." Garcia, in a statement from his office, told me that Crockett is "one of the strongest fighters we have," and that, "as a party, we should be taking notes on the kinds of skills she exemplifies." But several other Democrats I reached out to about the race seemed uninterested in weighing in. Thirteen of her colleagues on the Oversight and Judiciary committees, along with 20 other Democratic members I contacted for this story, either declined to talk with me on the record or didn't respond to my interview requests. Senior staffers for three Democratic members told me that some of Crockett's colleagues see her as undisciplined but are reluctant to criticize her publicly. "She likes to talk," one of the staffers said. "Is she a loose cannon? Sometimes. Does that cause headaches for other members? 100 percent."

Crockett said that people are free to disagree with her communication style, but that she "was elected to speak up for the people that I represent." As for her colleagues, four days before this story was published, Crockett called me to express frustration that I had reached out to so many House members without telling her first. She was, she told me, "shutting down the profile and revoking all permissions."

Crockett does not have supporters so much as she has admirers. Everywhere she goes, young people ask for selfies, and groups of her red-clad Delta Sigma Theta sorority sisters pop up to cheer her on. A few days before she dropped out of the Oversight race, a congregation outside of Atlanta full of middle-aged Black Georgians was giddy to host her: Here was Jasmine Crockett, recounting her feud with Marjorie Taylor Greene.

"She thought she could play with me," Crockett told Pastor Jamal Bryant, the leader of the New Birth Missionary Baptist Church and a progressive activist. There were a few "oh no"s in the crowd. "The average, maybe, person in my party potentially would have just let it go," Crockett went on. "I wasn't the one." There were claps and whoops. "I was steaming, and I was ready," she said. "I was like, 'Well, two wrongs gonna make a right today, baby, cause I ain't gonna let it go!'" The righteous anger in Crockett's voice was audible; people applauded for it, probably because it sounded a lot like their own.


Audience members react to Crockett during a live recording of Pastor Jamal Bryant's podcast at New Birth Missionary Baptist Church. (Photograph by Melissa Golden for The Atlantic)



Crockett's fans are rooting for her to go bigger. And when I asked if she was considering running for Senate in the future--John Cornyn is up for reelection next year--Crockett didn't wave me off. "My philosophy is: Stay ready so you don't have to get ready," she said. Crockett imagines a world in which Democrats are associated with lofty ideals and monosyllabic slogans, like Barack Obama once was. When I asked her what the party should stand for beyond being against Trump, and what she stands for, she explained, "For me, I always just say 'the people,'" adding that her campaigns have always been associated with "fire."

Read: Where is Obama?

Plenty of other Democrats believe that Crockett's approach comes dangerously close to arson. Her critics argue that it's easy to be outspoken in a safe Democratic seat; they might also point out that Crockett received 7,000 fewer votes in 2024 than Johnson, her predecessor, had in 2020. You can see James Carville coming from a mile away. "I don't think we need a Marjorie Taylor Greene," the longtime Democratic consultant told me. Crockett is "passionate. She has an instinct for making headlines. But does that help us at the end of the day?" he said. "You're trying to win the election. That's the overall goal."

Crockett is not Marjorie Taylor Greene; for one, she is not peddling space-laser, weather-control conspiracy theories. Yet Crockett's combative style could be a misreading of the moment, Lakshya Jain, an analyst at the political-forecasting site Split Ticket, told me. "People think the brand issue that Democrats have is they don't fight enough and that they're not mean enough," Jain said, but "those are all just proxies for saying that they can't get stuff done for people." In Congress, Crockett has championed progressive causes and introduced plenty of legislation, but none of the bills she's been the lead sponsor of has become law.

Clearly, though, lots of real-life voters want Jasmine Crockett. At the church outside Atlanta, Pastor Bryant triggered a standing ovation when he declared, "Jasmine Crockett for president" and "2028 is coming, y'all!" Outside, in the parking lot, someone shouted at Crockett, "First Black-woman president!" June was a disheartening month for Crockett. She was soundly rejected by her own colleagues and shut out of a chance at institutional power. But when we talked in her hotel room in Atlanta, she'd framed the situation differently: If Americans on the outside could vote, she'd insisted, "I absolutely feel like I know where it would go."




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2025/07/jasmine-crockett-democrats/683652/?utm_source=feed
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Can This Man Save Harvard?

To fend off illiberalism from the White House, the university's president also has to confront illiberalism on campus.

by Franklin Foer




Updated at 12:45 p.m. ET on July 21, 2025


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


The email landed at 10 minutes to midnight on a Friday in early April--a more menacing email than Alan Garber had imagined. The Harvard president had been warned that something was coming. His university had drawn the unwanted and sustained attention of the White House, and he'd spent weeks scrambling to stave off whatever blow was coming, calling his institution's influential alumni and highly paid fixers to arrange a meeting with someone--anyone--in the administration.

When he finally found a willing contact, he was drawn into aimless exchanges. He received no demands. No deadlines. Just a long conversation about the prospect of scheduling a conversation.

Garber wanted an audience because he believed that Harvard had a case to make. The administration had been publicly flogging elite universities for failing to confront campus anti-Semitism. But Garber--a practicing Jew with a brother living in Israel--believed Harvard had done exactly that.

In the spring, Garber had watched Donald Trump take aim at Columbia, where anti-Israel demonstrations the previous year had so overwhelmed the campus that the university canceled the school's graduation ceremony and asked the New York Police Department to clear encampments. In early March, the Trump administration cut off $400 million in federal funding to the school and said that it would consider restoring the money only if Columbia agreed to dramatic reforms, including placing its Middle East-studies department under an auditor's supervision.

Ever since William F. Buckley Jr. turned his alma mater, Yale, into a bete noire, the American right has dreamed of shattering the left's hegemony on campus, which it sees as the primary theater for radical experiments in social engineering. Now the Trump administration was using troubling incidents of anti-Jewish bigotry as a pretext to strip Ivy League adversaries of power and prestige.

The administration's demands of Columbia impinged on academic freedom. But from Harvard's parochial vantage point, they were also oddly clarifying. Whatever had gone wrong in Cambridge--and Garber's own university faced a crisis of anti-Jewish bias--it hadn't metastasized like it had in Morningside Heights. Harvard had disciplined protesters, and Garber himself had denounced the ostracism of Jewish students. Whichever punishment the administration had in mind, surely it would fall short of the hammer dropped on Columbia.

Franklin Foer: Columbia University's anti-Semitism problem

That was Garber's frame of mind when the late-night ultimatum arrived: Submit to demands even more draconian than those imposed on Columbia, or risk forfeiting nearly $9 billion in government funding. Even for Harvard, with a $53 billion endowment, $9 billion represented real money. The email ordered the university to review faculty scholarship for plagiarism and to allow an audit of its "viewpoint diversity." It instructed Harvard to reduce "the power held by faculty (whether tenured or untenured) and administrators more committed to activism than scholarship." No detail, no nuance--just blunt demands. To the Trump administration, it was as if Harvard were a rogue regime that needed to be brought to heel.

Trump's team was threatening to unravel a partnership between state and academe, cultivated over generations, that bankrolled Harvard's research, its training of scientists and physicians, its contributions to national security and global health. Federal funds made up 11 percent of the university's operating budget--a shortfall that the school couldn't cover for long. Stripped of federal cash, Harvard would have to shed staff, abandon projects, and shut down labs.

Yet the message also offered a kind of relief. It spared Garber from the temptation of trying to placate Trump--as Columbia had sought to do, to humiliating effect. The 13 members of the Harvard Corporation, the university's governing body, agreed unanimously: The only choice was to punch back. The university's lawyers--one of whom, William Burck, also represented Trump-family business interests--wrote, "Neither Harvard nor any other private university can allow itself to be taken over by the federal government."

Soon after Harvard released its response, absurdity ensued. The Trump administration's letter had been signed by three people, one of whom told Harvard he didn't know the letter had been sent. The message, Garber realized, may have been sent prematurely. Or it may have been a draft, an expression of the White House's raw disdain, not the vetted, polished version it intended to send.

But the administration never disavowed the letter. And over the next three months, the president and his team would keep escalating.

On Memorial Day, I met Alan Garber at his home, a 10-minute walk from Harvard Yard. One of the perks of leading Harvard is the right to reside in Elmwood, an imposing Georgian mansion that befits a prince of the American establishment. But Garber had declined the upgrade, choosing instead to remain in the more modest home provided to the university's provost. When he took the president's job last year at 69, after 12 years as provost, he agreed to a three-year term; he didn't want to uproot his life.

I was surprised he found time to talk. It wasn't just a national holiday--it was the start of the most stressful week on a university president's calendar. Graduation loomed on Thursday, with all its ceremonial burdens: the speechifying, the glad-handing, the presence of the school's biggest donors.

Garber led me into his living room, undid his tie, and slouched into a chair. A health-care economist who also trained as a physician, he carries himself with a calm that borders on clinical. Even an admirer such as Laurence Tribe, a Harvard Law professor emeritus, describes Garber as "meek in the way he sounds." He is the opposite of bombastic: methodical, a careful listener, temperamentally inclined to compromise. But after Harvard's feisty reply to the administration, Garber found himself cast a mascot of the anti-Trump resistance.

This was surprising, because in his 18 months as president, Garber has positioned himself as an institutionalist and an opponent of illiberalism in all its forms: its Trumpian variant, yes, but also illiberal forces within his own university, including those concentrated in the divinity and public-health schools, the hot centers of extremism after October 7, 2023.

Rose Horowitch: What Harvard learned from Columbia's mistake

As provost, Garber rarely voiced his concerns about the emerging zeitgeist. And the lesson of Larry Summers--the Harvard president overthrown in 2006, in part for his criticisms of the campus left--suggested that challenging the prevailing politics might doom a career, or become an unhappy headline. So instead of acting on his convictions, he largely kept them to himself. He played the part of loyal deputy, helping presidents--Drew Faust, Lawrence Bacow, and then the hapless Claudine Gay--execute their chosen policies, which included robustly defending affirmative action and expanding the university's diversity, equity, and inclusion apparatus. In 2019, when university administrators modestly defied progressive orthodoxy by denying tenure to an ethnic-studies professor, they sparked a sit-in and a controversy covered in the national press.

During Garber's time as provost, he told me, he developed a nagging sense that the campus was losing its capacity for difficult political conversation. As the social movements of the day--Black Lives Matter, #MeToo--took root, he grew alarmed at the tendency of students to demonize ideological opponents. Self-censorship was shutting down debates over race and identity even before they began. "The people arriving at Harvard as first-year students over time found it more and more difficult to speak about controversial issues," he said. Israel was a subject that seemed to buck that trend, because it elicited such noisy displays of passion. But those paroxysms of anger frequently entailed calls for boycotting intellectual enemies and the social exclusion of contrary voices--adding to the broader problem of closed-mindedness on campus.

Garber's first major appointment as president signaled a symbolic break. He elevated law-school dean John F. Manning, a former clerk to Antonin Scalia and one of the few prominent conservative voices at Harvard, to the position of provost. Manning's rise represented more than token inclusion: Garber has quietly begun exploring a broader initiative to expand conservative representation among tenured faculty, in an effort to cultivate a more pluralistic ethos on campus.

Even as Harvard sits on the receiving end of vitriolic attacks from the right, Garber has turned inward--willing to engage with Harvard's harshest critics and to admit that even bad-faith attacks sometimes land on uncomfortable truths. He's treated the university's crisis as an opportunity, leveraging the looming threat of Trump to make changes that would have been politically impossible in less ominous times. The leader of Harvard, bane of MAGA, agrees with much of the underlying substance of the MAGA critique of higher education, at least when stripped of its rhetorical froth and fury. He knows that elite higher education is suffering a crisis of legitimacy, one that is, in no small measure, of its own making, because it gives fodder to those who caricature it as arrogant and privileged.

Franklin Foer: Trump has found his class enemy

On June 20, Donald Trump used Truth Social to declare his willingness to strike a deal with Harvard--an opening that any devoted institutionalist would have no choice but to seize, however narrow the path to an acceptable deal. Now Garber is gambling that he can reconcile two immense and opposing burdens, each tugging at his conscience: the imperative to protect the enormous research engine that sustains Harvard's excellence, and the obligation to preserve academic freedom in its fullest form.

Despite his technocratic impulses and his centrist temperament, Garber has been drawn into a struggle for power, forced to make choices that will shape not just Harvard's future but that of all the venerable, if flawed, institutions that Trump is targeting.

Garber was never meant to be one of the most consequential presidents in Harvard's history. In fact, he wasn't meant to be president at all. When the university began its search to replace Lawrence Bacow, in 2022, Garber indicated that he didn't want to be considered. He was ready to disappear from university leadership.

Anyway, an aging white man didn't fit the brief. Harvard was preparing to defend itself in the Supreme Court in Students for Fair Admissions v. Harvard, in which the university would argue the legality and necessity of affirmative action on behalf of American higher education. It was a last stand for race-conscious admissions, likely a doomed one given the composition of the Court, and Harvard was eager to telegraph its commitment to diversity. When the Corporation chose Gay in December 2022 to become Harvard's first Black president, Garber intended to stay on just long enough to ease the transition.

Then came October 7. While Hamas militants were still killing families and abducting civilians from Israeli kibbutzim, a group called the Harvard Undergraduate Palestine Solidarity Committee released a statement blaming the "Israeli regime entirely" for the murder of Israelis. Thirty-three student organizations--including the campus chapter of Amnesty International and the Harvard Islamic Society--co-signed a declaration that didn't just blame Israel; it appeared to rationalize slaughter. The statement was posted before Israel had launched its war in Gaza, and it was swiftly and ferociously denounced--especially by Jewish groups, but also by lawmakers--as evidence of pervasive anti-Semitism at the university.

On October 8, Garber visited Harvard Hillel with Gay. For Garber, this wasn't just a supportive gesture. He'd been raised in an observant family in Rock Island, Illinois. During his senior year of high school, he studied at a yeshiva in Chicago. As a university mandarin at Harvard, he treated Hillel as a spiritual anchor--the place where he often joined the daily minyan.

Now, in the rawness of the moment, Garber heard directly from Israeli students about the ostracism they had long faced at Harvard. "They might sit down at dinner with a group of students who didn't know them and have a very pleasant conversation," he told me. "And when the other students learned that they were Israeli, the other students would ignore them or shun them completely. Or they'd get up and leave. This is a particularly corrosive form of discrimination."

Tyler Austin Harper: The real Harvard scandal

For years, Garber had worried about how hostility toward Israel was becoming established on campus. The problem wasn't criticism of Israeli policy; it was the shunning of Israeli people, who were punished for their national origin. Zionists were treated as pariahs unworthy of inclusion in the Harvard community. No other religious commitment or national identity was socially radioactive in this way.

Whatever empathy Garber might have felt that night didn't surface in Harvard's official posture. Critics accused the university of reacting to the October 7 attacks with silence--a jarring absence, given its habit of weighing in on tragedies such as the killing of George Floyd and the invasion of Ukraine. Former President Larry Summers, who said he was "sickened" by the student statement, described himself as "disillusioned" by Harvard's nonresponse. Only then, after a rush of similar criticism, did the administration issue a statement lamenting "the death and destruction unleashed by the attack by Hamas that targeted citizens in Israel this weekend" and "the war in Israel and Gaza now under way."

Facing pressure to say more, Claudine Gay followed up with a second message the next day: "Let there be no doubt that I condemn the terrorist atrocities"--a formulation tacitly conceding the proliferation of doubts. More than 100 faculty members, including Summers, signed a letter accusing her of drawing a false equivalence between Hamas's rampage and Israel's initial response. On October 12, Gay released a short video, in which she tried again: "Our University rejects terrorism--that includes the barbaric atrocities perpetrated by Hamas."

As Gay flailed, pro-Palestinian demonstrations spread across campus. At a "die-in" outside the business school, protesters surrounded an Israeli student who was filming on his phone and physically removed him from the demonstration. (Two were later charged with assault and battery, though the court granted them pretrial diversion in exchange for undergoing anger-management training, performing community service, and taking a Harvard course on negotiation.) Some of the university's big donors recoiled at what was happening in Cambridge. The Wexner Foundation announced that it was severing ties with the university. Billionaires followed, including Len Blavatnik, the owner of Warner Music, whose foundation had gifted $270 million to the school.

At that moment, a lifetime of bureaucratic training left many university presidents ill-equipped for managing inflamed passions. But Gay, new in the job, seemed more hamstrung than most. On December 5, she testified before the House Committee on Education & Workforce, alongside the presidents of MIT and the University of Pennsylvania. In response to a question from Representative Elise Stefanik, a Harvard alumna and Trump supporter, Gay refused to say whether calling for the genocide of Jews violated the university's policies on bullying and harassment. Her over-lawyered, emotionally inert answer became infamous: "It depends on the context." Garber, seated just behind her, was a bystander to catastrophe.

Five days after Gay's testimony, the conservative activist Christopher Rufo and a co-author, Christopher Brunet, published allegations of plagiarism in her dissertation. In most cases, she had sloppily neglected to cite sources; Rufo, reaching, declared that "racialist ideology has driven her scholarship, administrative priorities, and rise through the institution." Initially, the Corporation's instinct was to defend Gay against what it saw as a coordinated attempt by the right to bully her from office.

But over winter break, members of the Corporation began to absorb just how much damage the past months had inflicted on Harvard's reputation. As The New York Times later reported, Penny Pritzker, the chair of the Corporation, phoned Gay in Rome, where the beleaguered president was vacationing with her family. Pritzker asked the only question that mattered: Was there still a path forward? Gay understood that there wasn't.

As she prepared to resign, the Corporation had nowhere to turn but Garber, who agreed to serve as interim president. "I basically had to say yes," Garber told me. Harvard needed a stabilizing hand, someone who could keep the school out of the headlines and deflect the waves of crisis.

Rose Horowitch: The worst job in America

As Garber absorbed the reality of his unexpected role, he began to imagine something more than caretaking. He had one last chance in his career to help Harvard confront the illiberalism that he had come to consider the underlying cause of its crisis. Perhaps a placeholder--someone with no designs on permanent leadership and a willingness to take political fire from faculty and students--would have the freedom to address the ideological rigidity that stifled classroom discussions and led smart people to shun heterodox opinion.

In part, his convictions were rooted in nostalgia for his undergraduate days at Harvard, which he remembers as a citadel of intellectual seriousness. His reverence for genius stretched back to his childhood in Rock Island. His father, a liquor-store owner, moonlighted as a violinist in the local orchestra. When virtuosos came to town, they often ended up at the Garber dinner table. As a teenager, he found himself seated across from the likes of Itzhak Perlman and Vladimir Ashkenazy.

When he arrived at Harvard, he carried that same sense of awe that he felt at those dinners. His parents, true to type, hoped he'd become a doctor. But he quickly fell under the spell of the economics department, packed with future Nobel winners. In a graduate course on labor economics, he met Summers, who became a lifelong friend. Unwilling to disappoint his parents or abandon his new passion, Garber chose both paths: He became a bicoastal graduate student, earning a medical degree at Stanford while pursuing a Ph.D. in economics at Harvard. He taught health-care economics at Stanford for 25 years--also founding research centers and practicing medicine--before returning to Harvard as provost.

His peers who studied the byzantine American health-care system often passed through Washington. But politics didn't suit Garber. His instincts weren't ideological. That same apolitical disposition shaped his campus life. He never fought Harvard's battles with the fervor of a culture warrior; temperamentally, Kulturkampf was alien to him. As provost, he developed a managerial style that was therapeutic--patient in meetings, attuned to grievances. Faculty called him for intimate medical advice; his leather doctor's bag sits on a shelf in his office. Sublimating his ego, he tended to the institution and never hesitated to carry out programs that he might have pursued differently, if he were the one in the president's chair.

Yet gradually, and almost despite himself, Garber began to share some of the right's critiques. The debates over race and identity on campus lacked the spirit of openness that he remembered from his own undergraduate bull sessions. "If you didn't know where somebody stood on a controversial issue, when I was a student, it didn't matter," he told me. "You could still talk about it." Garber had come to believe that a deepening culture of self-censorship was eroding the conditions that allowed excellence to flourish.

His critique isn't a broadsided attack on DEI, but it brushes against it. As Harvard welcomed more students, many of them students of color who were the first in their family to attend college, the school shielded them from the discomfort of hurtful arguments. "There was a lot of deference to students who didn't want to hear certain messages," Garber told me. In his view, Harvard's culture had tilted toward emotional safety, at the expense of intellectual risk. The harder task--teaching students to withstand ideas they disliked, to probe disagreement without retreat, to stay in relationship across political divides--had gone neglected.

As president, Garber launched a series of task forces to study the state of intellectual inquiry on campus. A university-led survey revealed that nearly half of the students, faculty, and staff--45 percent--felt uneasy sharing their views on controversial topics in class. Many feared that a stray opinion might trigger social reprisal. Some admitted to shaping their coursework to mirror what they presumed were their professors' ideological leanings, not in pursuit of truth, but in search of a higher grade.

The faculty had its own theory of what had gone wrong. Professors lamented that undergraduates were pouring more ambition into their extracurricular activities than their coursework. Students were skipping class with impunity. Instructors, wary of backlash in end-of-semester evaluations, responded by easing workloads and inflating grades. (At Harvard, the problem is referred to euphemistically as "grade compression," not inflation.) Rigor, central to Harvard's identity in Garber's day, had become a liability.

This academic neglect only deepened the culture of self-censorship. One task force--the Classroom Social Compact Committee--noted a subtler but equally corrosive failure: "Students are not learning how to ask clarifying questions (including the important ability to acknowledge that they are confused about something)." Harvard, in other words, was routinely failing at the most basic task of liberal education: cultivating minds capable of independent thought. "If we can't address that deeper cultural malady," Garber told me, "we will never be fully successful as a teaching institution or as a research institution. Because in order to be successful in teaching, learning, and research, you need to be open-minded."

These problems were immune to quick fixes. As interim president, Garber pushed through one major change: prohibiting the university from issuing official pronouncements on political events. Harvard also changed its undergraduate application, adding the prompt "Describe a time when you strongly disagreed with someone about an idea or issue." But otherwise, Harvard remained stuck--mired in protest, and drifting ever further from the ideal of open inquiry that Garber hoped to restore.

On April 22, 2024, Harvard suspended the Palestine Solidarity Committee's privileges as a student organization because it had helped to stage a protest that transgressed university rules. Two days later, activists pitched tents in Harvard Yard, joining the wave of encampments happening on campuses nationwide. For Garber, the timing was perilous: The protesters had seized the ground where commencement was set to unfold in just a few weeks.

Precisely what a college could actually change in Gaza wasn't clear. But with Harvard's $53 billion endowment and political influence, it was a protest target that made at least some strategic sense. Calling on the university to divest from companies with ties to Israel, protesters cast Harvard as a handmaiden to genocide--which meant they cast its president that way too.

Activists circulated a poster showing Garber as a devil, horned and seated on a toilet. It didn't take a degree in medieval iconography to recognize anti-Semitic caricature. When the symbolism was pointed out, organizers quietly took the image down. Garber himself wasn't especially rattled. But the episode gave him license to describe himself as a target of bigotry--and in the vernacular of campus politics, that granted him the moral authority of lived experience. He now had the platform to speak more forcefully about anti-Jewish bias and link it to what he saw as deeper institutional failings.

Soon after taking office, Garber had announced the creation of two parallel task forces--one focused on anti-Semitism, the other on anti-Muslim bias. Some critics dismissed the pairing as a false equivalence. But the symmetry reflected Garber's hope that dialogue and debate were the best mechanisms for defusing charged disagreements. The two task forces submitted joint progress reports to the Corporation. To serve on both, Garber appointed the political theorist (and Atlantic contributing writer) Danielle Allen, who has long argued that universities have lost, and must recover, the habits of intellectual pluralism.

At the core of the crisis, Garber believed, was Harvard's retreat from open inquiry. That retreat had created pockets of ideological orthodoxy--most notably at the divinity school, where the religion-and-public-life program hosted events in the spirit of "de-zionization," including an inaugural webinar in which a speaker described "a specific Jewish sinfulness." In Harvard Yard, that same rhetoric echoed in protest chants--"Zionists not welcome here"--a slogan that branded certain students as unworthy of civic participation. Garber gave an interview to The Harvard Crimson condemning that slogan. "There's a disappointing level of ignorance among people who have very, very strong views," he told me.

Engaging across political differences, in the spirit of open inquiry, wasn't just Garber's slogan; it was his strategy for easing campus tensions and rebuilding trust. When angry emails landed in his inbox, he responded quickly and graciously. He persistently engaged Harvard critics, including high-profile donors such as Mark Zuckerberg and Republicans on Capitol Hill. Members of the Harvard Corporation watched Garber preside over a fraught gathering of donors, a room thick with grievance and ready for combat. Garber managed to calm the room, by robustly and empathically acknowledging their gripes. "Everyone came back and said, 'Wow, this is the right man at the right moment,'" Shirley Tilghman, the former Princeton president and then a member of the Corporation, told me. Inside the board, a consensus was quietly forming: Harvard didn't need another presidential search.

Still, for weeks in the spring of 2024, the protest encampment in Harvard Yard was a crisis Garber couldn't fix. He heard troubling reports of harassment. Protesters had hoisted a Palestinian flag outside University Hall, one of Harvard's most iconic buildings. When a university worker lowered it, a demonstrator chased the person down and attempted to reclaim the flag. Garber felt as if he had no choice but to authorize a police sweep to dismantle the encampment. But in a final gambit, he sent a message to the protesters: He would meet with them to discuss the endowment--though divestment from Israel was off the table. He wouldn't promise amnesty. But he would expedite their disciplinary process, allowing them to learn their fates swiftly and move on with their lives. The students accepted. By the thinnest of margins, Garber was spared a violent confrontation.

Some of the protesters later complained that they felt hoodwinked, after misinterpreting his promise of speedy justice as a grant of leniency. By May 23, the day of commencement, 13 students had been barred from receiving their diplomas. When Garber appeared on the dais in his ceremonial robes, he was roundly booed, as attendees chanted, "Let them walk." Nearly 500 faculty and staff signed a letter denouncing the punishments for their "unprecedented, disproportionate, and arbitrary manner." Later that month, on Alumni Day, an animal-rights protester dumped glitter on Garber's head. "It's fine," he said, after brushing himself off. "I could use a little glitter."

Then, as summer break dissipated the tension, the Corporation and the Board of Overseers made their decision. On August 2, it announced that Alan Garber would become the 31st president in Harvard's 387-year history.

Far in advance, it was clear: The 2024 election posed a grave threat to the status quo in American higher education. Trump-style populists thrilled at the prospect of humbling elite universities. Trump's running mate, J. D. Vance, once said, "The professors are the enemy." In Florida, Governor Ron DeSantis treated his public universities accordingly, banning critical race theory; weakening tenure protections; commandeering New College, a quirky liberal-arts school that has since become a showcase for conservative pedagogy. In Wisconsin, lawmakers insisted that the state's flagship university, in Madison, install a professor of conservative thought, funded by the elimination of a program to recruit faculty members from underrepresented minority groups.

To fend off Trump, universities recruited Republican fixers, hiring K Street friends of Trump and lawyers from the right flank of Big Law. Harvard brought on Robert Hur, the Republican prosecutor who'd investigated Joe Biden's handling of classified documents. And it hired William Burck, who'd represented many Trump White House figures during Robert Mueller's Russia probe--and who continued to advise the Trump family as an outside ethics counsel. Burck was well practiced in brokering back-channel deals involving the White House; in one that he'd helped hatch, the law firm Paul, Weiss promised to do pro bono work on behalf of the president's favored causes.

For someone as preoccupied with brand names as Donald Trump, though, Harvard would be too tempting a target to pass up. When musing in early April about the prospect of cutting the university's funding, Trump said, "Wouldn't that be cool?"

On April 14, three days after the late-night email from the Trump administration, Harvard learned that the government wasn't bluffing. Its professors began receiving stop-work orders on government contracts. On May 6, the National Institutes of Health terminated grants tied to research on antibiotic resistance and pediatric AIDS. On May 12, the Department of Defense canceled a bioweapons-related study, and the Department of Energy pulled support for research on subatomic particles. None of these eliminated programs had anything remotely to do with anti-Semitism.

Harvard has some short-term cushion; this spring, it began to sell $1 billion in private-equity assets. But real austerity isn't far off. Roughly 80 percent of the endowment is legally bound to specific purposes and inaccessible for plugging budget holes. Cuts have already begun. The Kennedy School has laid off staff. As a symbolic gesture, Garber gave himself a 25 percent pay cut--and more than 80 faculty members donated 10 percent of their salaries to cover shortfalls.

The extremity of Trump's demands forced the university to protect itself by any available means. It sued the administration to restore its funding, even as it hoped that it could persuade the president to relent. By resisting Trump, Harvard further provoked him. "They want to show how smart they are," the president fumed in the Oval Office in May. To punish this impertinence, the administration kept devising new ways to inflict pain on the institution.

In short order: The Department of Education demanded records of all foreign gifts. The Equal Employment Opportunity Commission opened a civil-rights investigation into alleged discrimination against white, Asian, male, and straight applicants. The White House accused Harvard of collaborating with the Chinese military. On Truth Social, Trump demanded the names of Harvard's international students--then signed a proclamation barring them from entering the United States. Trump publicly vowed to revoke Harvard's tax-exempt status and instructed his sons to cut ties with William Burck. And his administration instigated a process to strip Harvard's accreditation.

Rose Horowitch: Trump's campaign to scare off foreign students

As I watched Trump's fusillade, I thought back to 2019, when I reported on Viktor Orban's campaign to close Central European University, in Budapest. Orban harassed the university using legal fine print, imposing onerous new requirements, grinding the school down until it fled to Vienna. That story had once felt extreme. But even Orban never dared anything as heavy-handed as what Trump is doing to Harvard.

When I raised the subject of the Trump administration, Garber grew reticent. There were things he couldn't discuss, given that Harvard was slogging through negotiations with the White House. That the university would seek a settlement is understandable. A presidential vendetta is all-consuming: Will international students be allowed to enter in the fall? Will crucial research projects survive? Without a deal, Harvard is placing its future in the hands of the courts--hardly reliable bulwarks these days.

Harvard wants to convince the administration that punishment is unnecessary because it has already taken meaningful steps to address the heart of the White House's critique. The university removed the leadership of the Center for Middle Eastern Studies. It expanded harassment policies to include anti-Israeli bias, suspended programs at the public-health and divinity schools that leaned too far into activism, and increased kosher food offerings. In April, it renamed the Office of Equity, Diversity, Inclusion, and Belonging--now the Office for Community and Campus Life. It is contemplating a new academic center where conservative and free-market ideas might flourish.

Rose Horowitch: The era of DEI for conservatives has begun

In normal times, even one of these moves might have caused a revolt. And some objections to Garber's policies do seem to manifest themselves in bureaucratic obstinacy. For instance, Harvard deans have been slow to implement recommendations of his anti-Semitism task force. But having been cast as a figure of resistance, Garber has earned the political capital to pursue his agenda. At commencement this May, he received a sustained ovation. In a Crimson survey, 74 percent of arts-and-sciences faculty expressed satisfaction with his leadership--far higher marks than the Corporation received.

That capital isn't infinite. Garber has ventured into dangerous territory, negotiating with a White House that doesn't care about the details--only the imagery of submission. That places him in an excruciating dilemma. He must protect careers, research, and the basic quality of academic life, while also avoiding any precedent that could lead to a broader collapse of liberal institutions. He can push for a settlement that formalizes changes that he's already made--and maybe even helps him implement additional reforms--but will face intense pressure from the administration to trade away Harvard's independence.

Garber is the quintessential liberal institutionalist in an age when such figures are faring poorly. His reverence comes from his own experience--how Harvard lifted him from Rock Island; how it placed him in classrooms alongside future scientists and economists whom he regards as the smartest people on the planet; how, even as a member of a once-excluded minority, he felt entirely at home. Although Garber knows that many Jews at Harvard no longer feel that same sense of belonging, he is also achingly aware of the irony--that he is a Jewish university president defending his institution against enemies who present themselves as protectors of his people.

Garber also knows that the place he loves so deeply has grown widely disdained, a symbol of arrogance and privilege. To save Harvard, to recover its legitimacy, he must succeed in both of the campaigns that he is waging in defense of liberalism. If Harvard fails to conquer its own demons, or if it fails to safeguard its own independence, then it will have confirmed the harshest critiques leveled against it, and it will stand no chance of ever reclaiming the place it once occupied in American life.



This article previously misstated the nature of bureaucratic resistance to Alan Garber's anti-Semitism task force. Although Harvard deans have been slow to implement the task force's recommendations, they have not missed deadlines for reports mandated by it, according to a university spokesperson.
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'We're Trying to Do the Best We Can Before We Die'

The people caring for others in Gaza are hungry too.

by Claire Porter Robbins




George Anton is hungry, but he's become used to the sensation--the urgent, aching feeling in his stomach, the heaviness of his limbs. He hardly has time to acknowledge the discomfort, given all the work he has to do. He is the operations manager for an aid-distribution program operating through the Holy Family Catholic Church in Gaza City, the sole remaining Catholic church in Gaza.

Anton lives at the church in a single room that he shares with his wife and three daughters. Four hundred people are sheltering there, he told me; it was once a sanctuary from the war. Recently, however, the fighting has come to encircle it. An Israeli tank shell struck the church early last month, killing three people there, according to a statement by the patriarchate.

This week, daily pauses in the fighting have calmed the neighborhood somewhat, but not enough for the church to resume aid programs: food hampers, a communal laundry, psychosocial support programs and clinics. Some of these functioned even before the current war. But these days, the church has nothing to distribute. Its food pantry is empty, and supplies have run out. When I reached Anton by phone on Wednesday, he was busy looking for a way to bring more food to the church's pantry.

Anton is one of hundreds of Gazan aid workers--affiliated with religious, international, and local organizations--who are trying to find and distribute supplies to keep others alive. Complicating their work is their own hunger and exhaustion, as well as the paucity of food coming into the territory altogether. An alert on Tuesday from the Integrated Food Security Phase Classification, an organization made up of United Nations agencies and aid groups, noted that the "latest data indicates that famine thresholds have been reached for food consumption in most of the Gaza Strip and for acute malnutrition in Gaza City."

The people sheltering at the church have, in the absence of communal supplies, begun to ration their own small stashes of food items, mostly gathered from the markets when the situation was stable enough for them to venture out. The Gaza Humanitarian Foundation, which has become the official mechanism for dispensing food aid, has very few distribution points, all in areas far from the church. Many Gazans fear visiting these sites: According to the UN, more than 1,000 people have been killed by Israeli forces while seeking assistance from GHF, the UN, and other aid convoys. (GHF has called these numbers "false and exaggerated statistics.")

Read: Food aid in Gaza has become a horror

I spoke with one Palestinian aid worker who did try to get food from GHF. In early June, Youssef Alwikhery, an occupational therapist with Medical Aid for Palestinians, hadn't eaten for close to a week. Several of his brothers, uncles, and cousins had tried to get food from GHF before--30 attempts altogether, he estimated--but only one had succeeded in bringing a box back. So Alwikhery rose one morning at 3 a.m. and made his way to Salah al-Din Street in central Gaza, a main thoroughfare leading to a distribution point that was a little over a mile from his home. He saw thousands of people. Some started running toward the distribution point, and he ran too. "It was like a game, like a death game," he told me. Soon came the sound of shots and explosions. Alwikhery turned back. "It's not help. It's like Russian roulette," he said. "If you want to run, you might die, or you might get injured. You might get a box. This is the formula. This is the point."

Alwikhery now pays exorbitant prices for small amounts of food at the market, and he eats just one meal a day. He lives with his parents and his brothers' families, including 9- and 11-year-old children. They, too, eat only one meal a day, usually around four or five in the evening, and if a family member needs to cook, they burn whatever they can, because the price of fuel is high. One photo Alwikhery sent me shows his occupational-therapy textbook being used as kindling.

I first met Alwikhery in the summer of 2022, at Al-Awda Hospital in the Jabalia refugee camp in the northernmost part of Gaza, when we worked with the same international medical organization. He specialized in helping patients with congenital disabilities carry out their daily activities. Israel ordered the closure of Al-Awda in May, and now Alwikhery works in Medical Aid for Palestinians' emergency clinic in central Gaza. He told me that he finds the state of his pediatric patients disturbing; he described children with cerebral palsy who couldn't move their bodies to do simple exercises because they were so calorically deprived.

My call with Anton was at 9 p.m. on Wednesday, and so far that day, he told me, he had consumed nothing but coffee and tea. He rises early, at 6 a.m. The first thing he does is check to make sure the church's solar panels, water tanks, and piping are still functioning and did not sustain any damage overnight. Then he reads the news, goes to morning prayers, and calls his colleagues in Jerusalem for updates on when food trucks might reach Gaza and how they will be secured.

Around 4 p.m. the day we spoke, his wife and three daughters, ages 9, 11, and 14, had shared one can of tuna with some bread. In recent weeks, his girls have taken to spending much of their time in the family's room, sleeping and reading to conserve their energy. The oldest and youngest used to enjoy soccer and basketball, but now they don't feel safe going out, and anyway, they're too tired. Anton told me he encourages them to pretend they're fasting, as though for Lent.

Photos: Starvation and chaos in Gaza

Sometimes, fellow aid workers or journalists tell Anton about families on the brink, and he gathers any extra supplies he can from the families sheltering in the church to deliver by foot. Recently, a journalist told him about a father of six who used a wheelchair and could not access income or aid. This man had no extended family nearby to share resources. Anton was able to gather only enough food to last the family approximately one week. When conditions were safe enough last Saturday, he delivered the food to the family's tent. The children, two boys and two girls, were "really suffering," he told me. "They're like skeletons, you know."

Families such as that one, where one or more members have a disability, or whose kinship networks are small or nonexistent, are among those hardest hit by starvation, both Anton and Alwikhery told me.

Anton's day would not finish after we spoke. He said he would try to find himself some bread later in the night. He and some other people sheltering at the church would stay up to monitor the hostilities in the neighborhood, tend to anyone needing help or comfort, and assist some of the elderly to use the communal bathrooms in the dark.

"We're trying to do the best we can before we die, you know," he told me. "Because I'm telling you, if this situation will last for a longer time, all of us will die hungry."
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The Corrupt Bargain Behind Gaza's Catastrophe

Israel's far right wants to take over Gaza. Netanyahu wants to stay in power.

by Yair Rosenberg




When Benjamin Netanyahu returned to power in 2022 after a brief period of political exile, he did so on the backs of the most extreme allies in Israeli history. Fourteen of his coalition's 64 seats were held by parties led by two explicitly anti-Arab lawmakers: Itamar Ben-Gvir and Bezalel Smotrich. Ben-Gvir had been charged and convicted of support for terrorism and racist incitement. He was a disciple of Meir Kahane, a rabbi who called for the expulsion of Israel's Arabs and whose political party was banned from Parliament for its radicalism. Smotrich had advocated segregating Jews and Arabs in Israeli maternity wards and told his Arab colleagues in the Knesset that they were "enemies" who were "here by mistake."

Both Ben-Gvir and Smotrich expressed sympathy for violent settler attacks in the Israeli-occupied West Bank. Both sought to annex the West Bank and disenfranchise or expel the Palestinians living there. And both became ministers in Netanyahu's new government, because the Israeli leader desperately needed their support.

The math was simple: The parties in Netanyahu's coalition received just 48.4 percent of the vote and attained a parliamentary majority only through a quirk of the Israeli electoral system. This meant that Netanyahu entered office in a profoundly precarious position--on trial for corruption and beholden to extremists who could bring him down if he bucked their demands.

Recognizing how bad this arrangement looked from the outside, Netanyahu embarked on an international PR campaign to assure outsiders that he, not the extremists, was running the show. "They are joining me," he told NPR. "I'm not joining them." The trajectory of the war in Gaza has conclusively disproved this spin. At crucial junctures, the prime minister's choices have been corrupted by the need to cater to those with the ability to end his grip on power. As a result, he has undermined Israel's war effort and shredded the country's international standing abroad. Nowhere is this more apparent than in the events that precipitated the Gaza hunger crisis.

Read: The Two Extremists Driving Israel's Policy

Israel was faced with a dilemma after Hamas butchered some 1,200 Israelis and took hundreds more hostage. The United Nations Relief Works Agency was the only actor capable of delivering humanitarian aid to the civilians of Gaza during the ensuing war, but UNRWA was compromised by Hamas, which siphoned supplies for itself and sold them at a markup to fund its operations. Although the extent of this co-option is disputed, the fact of it cannot be denied. Employees of the organization were among the perpetrators of the October 7 atrocities, as even the UN itself has acknowledged; hostages have testified that they were held by UNRWA staff or in UNRWA facilities. "All aid goes down"--that is, underground to Hamas--and "does not reach the nation," an elderly Palestinian woman told Al Jazeera in December 2023. "Everything goes to their houses. They take it, they will even shoot me and do whatever they want to me, Hamas."

Hamas has obscured its subversion of aid by intimidating aid workers, civilians, and media outlets. In the early days of the war, the terrorist group reportedly looted fuel and medical supplies from UNRWA's headquarters in Gaza City. The aid organization initially disclosed this on social media but then deleted the post. It had good reason to worry. More than a decade ago, a senior UNRWA officer in Gaza attempted to investigate whether any of the organization's local employees were moonlighting with Hamas. He received a funeral bouquet in the mail, and later a live grenade, at which point he was evacuated from the territory. According to The New York Times, Matthias Schmale, the head of UNRWA in Gaza from 2017 to 2021, gave a TV interview that upset Hamas; he was pushed out of his position after the group "informed UNRWA that it could no longer guarantee his security."

"Would I be totally surprised if at the end of the day there is proof that 2,000 UNRWA staff are members of Hamas?" Schmale told the paper. "No, I wouldn't be," though "it would be a bit shocking if it is such a high number."

Faced with this predicament, as well as pressure from the Biden administration to allow more aid, Israel had several credible options for providing humanitarian assistance. Starting on day one of its ground invasion, the army could have begun building a new aid mechanism for Gaza's civilians by setting up non-UNRWA distribution centers, in conjunction with local and international partners, in each area where it assumed control. Or Israel could simply have flooded the enclave with so much aid that Hamas would not be able to resell it for significant value. This latter option had the downside of inevitably funneling food and fuel to Hamas in its tunnels, perversely bolstering the group's fight against the country supplying it. But realistically speaking, there was no way to starve Hamas out of its well-stocked underground fortress without first starving the desperate Gazan civilian population, which, as ever, served as the group's human shield.

Israel chose neither of these options. Instead, it allowed UNRWA to continue limited operations, while repeatedly tightening and relaxing restrictions in response to complaints about the diversion of aid. Israel then agreed to surge supplies into the territory during the 42-day cease-fire in January--only to completely blockade all aid for two months afterward. Finally, with Gaza on the brink, Israel and the United States launched the Gaza Humanitarian Foundation in May, attempting at last to displace UNRWA. This effort to implement an entirely new system on the fly, under the worst possible conditions, unsurprisingly failed. Both Israeli troops and Hamas killed Palestinians trying to reach the distribution sites, and food prices in Gaza skyrocketed, culminating in the crisis we see today.

Read: No rational aid-distribution system should work this way

Israel's choices here are contradictory and do not make moral or strategic sense. But they do make political sense from Netanyahu's perspective. Since the start of the war, the prime minister has contended with pressures from opposing directions: from international partners insisting that he sustain Gaza's civilians and from the right flank of his coalition, which seeks to ethnically cleanse those civilians and repopulate the area with Jewish settlements. Ben-Gvir and Smotrich have explicitly called for the "voluntary migration" of the area's Palestinian population and advocated ending humanitarian aid as a lever to achieve it. "The only way to win the war and bring back the hostages is to completely stop the 'humanitarian' aid, conquer the entire Gaza Strip, and encourage voluntary migration," Ben-Gvir declared on Saturday on social media.

To keep this faction in check--and keep himself in power--Netanyahu needed to ensure that the choices he made could satisfy not just military imperatives or international diktats but also the hard right's demands. Every step he authorized had to be dual use: ostensibly for a strategic purpose but also capable of potentially advancing the far right's plan. In practice, pursuing these two goals at the same time is incompatible with a just and successfully prosecuted war: It is impossible to provide aid and also withhold it, to pursue a limited war against Hamas to free hostages and also a war of conquest.

The longer the conflict has gone on, the more obvious the compromised nature of Netanyahu's decision making has become. Initially, the Israeli leader was restrained by pressure from the Biden administration (which pushed for more aid and compelled Netanyahu to reject Gazan displacement), Defense Minister Yoav Gallant (who insisted that Gaza be returned to Palestinian governance), and the centrist wartime-coalition partner Benny Gantz (who advocated for a cease-fire). But Gantz left the coalition in June 2024, Joe Biden was replaced by Donald Trump in November, Netanyahu fired Gallant the day Trump won, and then Trump himself proposed relocating the Gazan population in order to construct a "Riviera in the Middle East."

The result: Today, the only pressure on Netanyahu is from the far right, which is effectively running his war policy against the desires of a large majority of Israelis who oppose settlements in Gaza and support a hostage deal to end the war.

Read: The worst kept secret of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict

This bleak reality and its consequences explain the growing alienation of many of even Israel's strongest international allies. After October 7, Israel's partners may have thought they were interfacing with a typical--if deeply conservative--Israeli government. Now they actually seem to be dealing with a Smotrich/Ben-Gvir government in a Netanyahu-shaped trench coat. Belatedly, a group of European countries, as well as Britain, Australia, and Canada, are attempting--without American assistance--to reimpose the pressures that might compel Netanyahu to change course.

Hamas has agency in all this. It chose to launch the October 7 attack knowing that it would provoke a devastating response; it chooses to hold hostages in underground dungeons under inhumane conditions; it chooses to hide within and beneath Gaza's civilians; it chooses to appropriate aid intended for those civilians to fuel its messianic war machine. Israel also faces prejudice and unfair expectations that would not be faced by many other countries in such circumstances. But Netanyahu has agency in how he chooses to respond to these realities. He has made his choice--and Palestinians and Israelis will continue to pay the price for it until he makes a different one.
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Zelensky Learned the Wrong Lesson From Trump

Trump withdrew from the fight against kleptocracy, and other countries have absorbed that fact.

by Franklin Foer




Volodymyr Zelensky built a mythic reputation as a lonely bulwark against global tyranny. On Tuesday, the president of Ukraine signed that reputation away, enacting a law that gutted the independence of his country's anti-corruption agencies just as they closed in on his closest political allies, reportedly including one of his longtime business partners and a former deputy prime minister. To justify the decision, he cloaked it in an invented conspiracy, insinuating that Russian moles had implanted themselves in the machinery of justice. This is a scoundrel's playbook.

Despite the ongoing war, Ukrainians swamped the streets of Kyiv in protest of their president's betrayal of democracy, forcing Zelensky to introduce new legislation reversing the bill he had just signed into law. It was a concession of error--and possibly an empty gesture, because the new bill is hardly a lock to pass the legislature. That Zelensky brazenly weakened Ukraine's anti-corruption guardrails in the first place shouldn't come as a shock. They were erected only under sustained pressure from the Obama administration as part of an explicit bargain: In exchange for military and financial support, Ukraine would rein in its oligarchs and reform its public institutions. Over time, the country drifted, however unevenly, toward a system that was more transparent, less captive to hidden hands.

But in the Trump era, the United States has grown proudly tolerant of global corruption. In fact, it actively encourages its proliferation. Beyond the president's own venal example, this is deliberate policy. Brick by brick, Donald Trump has dismantled the apparatus that his predecessors built to constrain global kleptocracy, and leaders around the world have absorbed the fact that the pressure for open, democratic governance is off.

Anne Applebaum: Kleptocracy, Inc.

Three weeks into his current term, Trump paused enforcement of the Foreign Corrupt Practices Act--loudly declaring that the United States wasn't going to police foreign bribery. Weeks later, America skipped a meeting of the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development's anti-bribery working group for the first time since its founding 30 years ago. As the head of the anti-corruption group Transparency International warned, Trump was sending "a dangerous signal that bribery is back on the table."

For decades, the U.S. did more than prosecute bribery cases; it tried to cultivate civil-society organizations that helped emerging democracies combat corruption themselves. But upon returning to the presidency, Trump destroyed USAID, the National Endowment for Democracy, and the U.S. Institute of Peace, dismantling the constellation of government agencies that had quietly tutored investigative journalists, trained judges, and funded watchdogs.

These groups weren't incidental casualties in DOGE's seemingly scattershot demolition of the American state. Trump long loathed the Foreign Corrupt Practices Act, which he described as a "horrible law," an animus stoked by the fact that some of his closest associates have been accused of murky dealings abroad. Crushing programs and organizations that fight kleptocracy meshed with the "America First" instincts of his base; the likes of Tucker Carlson and Steve Bannon abhor the export of liberal values to the world.

From the wreckage of these institutions, a Trump Doctrine has taken shape, one that uses American economic and political power to shield corrupt autocrats from accountability. Benjamin Netanyahu, on trial for bribery, fraud, and breach of trust, has been a prime beneficiary. Just as he was preparing to testify under oath, Trump denounced the prosecution as a "political witch hunt" and threatened to withhold U.S. aid if the trial moved forward. Given Israel's reliance on American support, the threat had bite. Not long after Trump's outburst, the court postponed Netanyahu's testimony, citing national-security concerns.

Trump acts as if justice for strongmen is a moral imperative. No retaliatory measure is apparently off limits. To defend his populist ally in Brazil, Jair Bolsonaro, who faces charges related to an attempted coup, Trump revoked the visa of Alexandre de Moraes, the Supreme Court justice overseeing the case. Last month, Trump threatened to impose 50 percent tariffs on Brazilian steel, aluminum, and agricultural exports to punish the country for Bolsonaro's prosecution.

This is hard-nosed realism, not just ideological kinship. To protect himself, Trump must defend the rights of populist kleptocrats everywhere. He must discredit the sort of prosecution that he might someday face. That requires recasting malfeasance as perfectly acceptable statesmanship.

Listen: The kleptocracy club

By stripping anti-corruption from the moral vocabulary of American foreign policy, Trump is reengineering the global order. He's laying the foundation for a new world in which kleptocracy flourishes unfettered, because there's no longer a superpower that, even rhetorically, aspires to purge the world of corruption. Of course, the United States has never pushed as hard as it could, and ill-gotten gains have been smuggled into its bank accounts, cloaked in shell companies. Still, oligarchs were forced to disguise their thievery, because there was at least the threat of legal consequence. In the world that Trump is building, there's no need for disguise--corruption is a credential, not a liability.

Zelensky is evidence of the new paradigm. Although his initial campaign for president in 2019 was backed by an oligarch, he could never be confused for Bolsonaro or Netanyahu. He didn't  enrich himself by plundering the state. But now that Trump has given the world permission to turn away from the ideals of good governance, even the sainted Zelensky has seized the opportunity to protect the illicit profiteering of his friends and allies.

Yet there's a legacy of the old system that Trump hasn't wholly eliminated: the institutions and civil societies that the United States spent a generation helping build. In Ukraine, those organizations and activists have refused to accept a retreat into oligarchy, and they might still preserve their governmental guardians against corruption. For now, they are all that remain between the world and a new golden age of impunity.
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Food Aid in Gaza Has Become a Horror

In the scramble for sustenance, Palestinians are gunned down for no reason, with no excuse.

by Hussein Ibish




Updated at 12:27 p.m. ET on July 28, 2025

Capping off all the other horrors in wartime Gaza is the food-distribution situation that has prevailed since late May. Famished Palestinian civilians must approach one of very few aid-distribution locations under the auspices of the Israeli and United States governments. A shocking number of civilians seeking aid have reportedly been shot dead by Israeli soldiers or shot at by U.S. contractors on their way to these sites. According to the United Nations, more than 1,000 Palestinians have been killed in this scramble for sustenance since May 26.

Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu broke the last cease-fire in the Gaza war on March 18 by launching air strikes that killed more than 400 Palestinians in 36 hours, a reported 183 of them children. He had also imposed a total blockade on March 2, allowing no aid whatsoever into the Strip from March until late May. The resulting situation was untenable. But the Israeli government did not trust any of the international institutions with experience in humanitarian-aid distribution, so together with its U.S. backers, it cooked up an alternative: the Gaza Humanitarian Foundation, a nonprofit registered in Delaware and funded with $30 million from the Trump administration. According to one report, GHF has billed itself as seeking, among other aims, to "facilitate President Trump's vision" for the Gaza Strip. Trump has said a variety of things about that vision, but one prospect he has articulated includes the forced removal of all Palestinians from the territory and its transformation into a "Riviera" for "international people."

According to The Washington Post, some American companies stand to profit from GHF, including McNally Capital, a Chicago private-equity firm. Among the entities initially involved with the group, some have since withdrawn, including the Boston Consulting Group. The foundation's initial head, Jake Wood, resigned on account of humanitarian concerns. GHF is now run by Johnnie Moore Jr., a pro-Israel evangelical activist and former aide to Jerry Falwell, and John Acree, a former USAID official.

Read: The worst-kept secret of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict

GHF began operations on May 26 in the south of Gaza, near Rafah. Since then, it has operated four main aid-distribution centers (compare this to the more than 400 that the UN and other traditional aid agencies once ran). The aid boxes themselves have been described by Palestinians as woefully inadequate as Gaza continues its slide toward outright famine.

The food-distribution points have practically become shooting galleries. Israeli troops told reporters from the newspaper Haaretz that they had been ordered to open fire on Palestinians with live ammunition as a means of crowd control. The newspaper quoted one soldier as describing the zones as a "killing field." The report singled out Brigadier General Yehuda Vach, commander of Division 252, which operates in northern Gaza. Vach reportedly told his men that "there are no innocents in Gaza." Some suggested that using live fire to disperse crowds in northern Gaza, for fear they would rush UN aid trucks, was Vach's policy more than that of the Israeli military command or government. But reports have also circulated about U.S. contractors deliberately shooting Palestinians and boasting about direct hits. Israel refuses to allow outside journalists into Gaza, making these and other related accounts difficult to confirm or disprove.

What is indisputable is that GHF has an effective monopoly on delivering humanitarian aid into an ever more desperate Gaza Strip. Virtually all of the traditional distributors of aid have been barred by the Israeli authorities. And by most accounts, the results are ghastly. The UN relays that a third of the more than 2 million Palestinians in Gaza go days without eating, and credible reports suggest that infants and the elderly are dying of malnutrition and dehydration--according to one issued by a group of international nonprofits, more than 100 people have died of hunger, including 80 children. Agence France-Presse says that its local journalists are now in danger of imminent death from starvation. Israel claims that it is allowing ample food, water, and medicine into the Strip, but if that's the case, the supplies are apparently not reaching those who need them most.

Much of the world is appalled by these conditions. On Monday, 30 governments, many friendly to Israel, plus the European Union, demanded an end to the war and condemned "the drip feeding of aid" to the Palestinians in Gaza whose suffering, the group noted, had "reached new depths." More than 100 aid agencies have signed a letter demanding that Israel allow additional food, water, medicine, and other supplies into Gaza immediately.

Read: No rational aid-distribution system should work this way

Far from ameliorating Gazans' suffering, GHF has instead established a system that presents them with an impossible dilemma. Palestinians are drawn in desperation to four centers, where they must risk their lives in order to gain the supplies they need to live. Many also walk away disappointed but uninjured. There is no evidence that GHF, its founders, or its backers intended to create death traps rather than alternative distribution centers. But for many weeks, this is how the sites have functioned, and GHF's response has been to simply carry on as before.

What GHF may have begun inadvertently, it now perpetuates without correction and with full awareness. Palestinians face a Hobson's choice between starvation and the real possibility of being shot down for no intelligible reason. For that there is no excuse--and quite possibly criminal culpability.



This article has been updated to clarify McNally Capital's relationship to the Gaza Humanitarian Foundation.
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Every Scientific Empire Comes to an End

America's run as the premier techno-superpower may be over.

by Ross Andersen




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

Roald Sagdeev has already watched one scientific empire rot from the inside. When Sagdeev began his career, in 1955, science in the Soviet Union was nearing its apex. At the Kurchatov Institute in Moscow, he studied the thermonuclear reactions that occur inside of stars. A few lab tables away, Andrei Sakharov was developing the hydrogen bomb. The Soviet space program would soon astonish the world by lofting the first satellite, and then the first human being, into orbit. Sagdeev can still remember the screaming crowds that greeted returning cosmonauts in Red Square. But even during those years of triumph, he could see corruption working its way through Soviet science like a slow-moving poison.

The danger had been present from the U.S.S.R.'s founding. The Bolsheviks who took power in 1917 wanted scientists sent to Arctic labor camps. (Vladimir Lenin intervened on their behalf.) When Joseph Stalin took power, he funded some research generously, but insisted that it conform to his ideology. Sagdeev said that his school books described Stalin as the father of all fields of knowledge, and credited the Soviets with every technological invention that had ever been invented. Later, at scientific conferences, Sagdeev heard physicists criticize the uncertainty principle of quantum mechanics on the grounds that it conflicted with Marxism.

By 1973, when Sagdeev was made director of the Soviet Space Research Institute, the nation's top center for space science, the Soviets had ceded leadership in orbit to NASA. American astronauts had flown around the moon and left a thousand bootprints on its surface. Sagdeev's institute was short on money. Many people who worked there had the right Communist Party connections, but no scientific training. Eventually, he himself had to join the party. "It was the only way to secure stable funding," he told me when we spoke in June.

In 1985, Sagdeev briefly gained the ear of power. Mikhail Gorbachev had just become general secretary at 54, young for the Soviet gerontocracy. He promised broad reforms and appointed Sagdeev as an adviser. The two traveled to Geneva together for Gorbachev's first arms talks with Ronald Reagan. But Sagdeev's view of Gorbachev began to dim when the premier filled important scientific positions with men whom Sagdeev saw as cronies.

In 1988, Sagdeev wrote a letter to Gorbachev to warn him that the leaders of the Soviet supercomputer program had deceived him. They claimed to be keeping pace with the United States, but had in fact fallen far behind, and would soon be surpassed by the Chinese. Gorbachev never replied. Sagdeev got a hint as to how his letter had been received when his invitation to join a state visit to Poland was abruptly withdrawn. "I was excommunicated," he told me.

Sagdeev took stock of his situation. The future of Soviet science was looking grim. Within a few years, government funding would crater further. Sagdeev's most talented colleagues were starting to slip out of the country. One by one, he watched them start new lives elsewhere. Many of them went to the U.S. At the time, America was the most compelling destination for scientific talent in the world. It would remain so until earlier this year.

I thought of Sagdeev on a recent visit to MIT. A scientist there, much celebrated in her field, told me that since Donald Trump's second inauguration she has watched in horror as his administration has performed a controlled demolition on American science. Like many other researchers in the U.S., she's not sure that she wants to stick around to dodge falling debris, and so she is starting to think about taking her lab abroad. (She declined to be named in this story so that she could speak openly about her potential plans.)

The very best scientists are like elite basketball players: They come to America from all over the world so that they can spend their prime years working alongside top talent. "It's very hard to find a leading scientist who has not done at least some research in the U.S. as an undergraduate or graduate student or postdoc or faculty," Michael Gordin, a historian of science and the dean of Princeton University's undergraduate academics, told me. That may no longer be the case a generation from now.

Foreign researchers have recently been made to feel unwelcome in the U.S. They have been surveilled and harassed. The Trump administration has made it more difficult for research institutions to enroll them. Top universities have been placed under federal investigation. Their accreditation and tax-exempt status have been threatened. The Trump administration has proposed severe budget cuts at the agencies that fund American science--the NSF, the NIH, and NASA, among others--and laid off staffers in large numbers. Existing research grants have been canceled or suspended en masse. Committees of expert scientists that once advised the government have been disbanded. In May, the president ordered that all federally funded research meet higher standards for rigor and reproducibility--or else be subject to correction by political appointees.

Read: Trump's 'gold standard' for science manufactures doubt

Not since the Red Scare, when researchers at the University of California had to sign loyalty oaths, and those at the University of Washington and MIT were disciplined or fired for being suspected Communists, has American science been so beholden to political ideology. At least during the McCarthy era, scientists could console themselves that despite this interference, federal spending on science was surging. Today, it's drying up.

Three-fourths of American scientists who responded to a recent poll by the journal Nature said they are considering leaving the country. They don't lack for suitors. China is aggressively recruiting them, and the European Union has set aside a EU500 million slush fund to do the same. National governments in Norway, Denmark, and France--nice places to live, all--have green-lighted spending sprees on disillusioned American scientists. The Max Planck Society, Germany's elite research organization, recently launched a poaching campaign in the U.S., and last month, France's Aix-Marseille University held a press conference announcing the arrival of eight American "science refugees."

The MIT scientist who is thinking about leaving the U.S. told me that the Swiss scientific powerhouse ETH Zurich had already reached out about relocating her lab to its picturesque campus with a view of the Alps. A top Canadian university had also been in touch. These institutions are salivating over American talent, and so are others. Not since Sagdeev and other elite Soviet researchers were looking to get out of Moscow has there been a mass-recruiting opportunity like this.

Every scientific empire falls, but not at the same speed, or for the same reasons. In ancient Sumer, a proto-scientific civilization bloomed in the great cities of Ur and Uruk. Sumerians invented wheels that carried the king's war chariots swiftly across the Mesopotamian plains. Their priest astronomers stood atop ziggurats watching the sky. But the Sumerians appear to have over-irrigated their farmland--a technical misstep, perhaps--and afterwards, their weakened cities were invaded, and the kingdom broke apart. They could no longer operate at the scientific vanguard.

Science in ancient Egypt and Greece followed a similar pattern: It thrived during good times and fell off in periods of plague, chaos, and impoverishment. But not every case of scientific decline has played out this way. Some civilizations have willfully squandered their scientific advantage.

Spanish science, for example, suffered grievously during the Inquisition. Scientists feared for their lives. They retreated from pursuits and associations that had a secular tinge and thought twice before corresponding with suspected heretics. The exchange of ideas slowed in Spain, and its research excellence declined relative to the rest of Europe. In the 17th century, the Spanish made almost no contribution to the ongoing Scientific Revolution.

The Soviets sabotaged their own success in biomedicine. In the 1920s, the U.S.S.R. had one of the most advanced genetics programs in the world, but that was before Stalin empowered Trofim Lysenko, a political appointee who didn't believe in Mendelian inheritance. Lysenko would eventually purge thousands of apostate biologists from their jobs, and ban the study of genetics outright. Some of the scientists were tossed into the Gulag; others starved or faced firing squads. As a consequence of all this, the Soviets played no role in the discovery of DNA's double-helix structure. When the ban on "anti-Marxist" genetics was finally lifted, Gordin told me, the U.S.S.R. was a generation behind in molecular biology and couldn't catch up.

But it was Adolf Hitler who possessed the greatest talent for scientific self-harm. Germany had been a great scientific power going back to the late 19th century. Germans had pioneered the modern research university by requiring that professors not only transmit knowledge but advance it, too. During the early 20th century, German scientists racked up Nobel Prizes. Physicists from greater Europe and the U.S. converged on Berlin, Gottingen, and Munich to hear about the strange new quantum universe from Max Born, Werner Heisenberg, and Albert Einstein.

When the Nazis took over in 1933, Hitler purged Germany's universities of Jewish professors and others who opposed his rule. Many scientists were murdered. Others fled the country. Quite a few settled in America. That's how Einstein got to Princeton. After Hans Bethe was dismissed from his professorship in Tubingen, he landed at Cornell. Then he went to MIT to work on the radar technology that would reveal German U-boats during the Battle of the Atlantic. Some historians have argued that radar was more important to Allied victory than the Manhattan Project. But of course, that, too, was staffed with European scientific refugees, including Leo Szilard, a Jewish physicist who fled Berlin the year that Hitler took power; Edward Teller, who went on to build the first hydrogen bomb; and John von Neumann, who invented the architecture of the modern computer.

In a very short time, the center of gravity for science just up and moved across the Atlantic Ocean. After the war, it was American scientists who most regularly journeyed to Stockholm to receive medals. It was American scientists who built on von Neumann's work to take an early lead in the Information Age that the U.S. has still not relinquished. And it was American scientists who developed the vaccines for polio and measles.

During the postwar period, Vannevar Bush, head of the U.S. Office of Scientific Research and Development under FDR, sought to make America's advantage in the sciences permanent. Bush hadn't liked the way that the U.S. had to scramble to staff up the radar and atomic-bomb projects. He wanted a robust supply of scientists on hand at American universities in case the Cold War turned hot. He argued for the creation of the National Science Foundation to fund basic research, and promised that its efforts would improve both the economy and national defense.

Funding for American science has fluctuated in the decades since. It spiked after Sputnik and dipped at the end of the Cold War. But until Trump took power for the second time and began his multipronged assault on America's research institutions, broad support for science was a given under both Democratic and Republican administrations. Trump's interference in the sciences is something new. It shares features with the science-damaging policies of Stalin and Hitler, says David Wootton, a historian of science at the University of York. But in the English-speaking world, it has no precedent, he told me: "This is an unparalleled destruction from within."

I reached out to the office of Michael Kratsios, the president's science and technology adviser, several times while reporting this story. I asked whether Kratsios, who holds the role that once belonged to Vannevar Bush, had any response to the claim that the Trump administration's attack on science was unprecedented. I asked about the possibility that its policies will drive away American researchers, and will deter foreigners from working in American labs. I was hoping to find out how the man responsible for maintaining U.S. scientific dominance was engaging with this apparent slide into mediocrity. I did not receive a reply.

All is not yet lost for American science. Lawmakers have already made clear that they do not intend to approve Trump's full requested cuts at the NIH, NSF, and NASA. Those agencies will still have access to tens of billions of dollars in federal funds next year--and blue-state attorneys general have won back some of this year's canceled grants in court. Research institutions still have some fight left in them; some are suing the administration for executive overreach. Universities in red states are hoping that their governors will soon summon the courage to take a stand on their behalf. "Politically speaking, it's one thing to shut down research at Harvard," Steven Shapin, a science historian at the school, told me. "It's another thing to shut down the University of Arkansas."

The U.S. government doesn't bankroll all of American scientific research. Philanthropists and private companies support some of it, and will continue to. The U.S. shouldn't face the kind of rapid collapse that occurred in the Soviet Union, where no robust private sector existed to absorb scientists. But even corporations with large R&D budgets don't typically fund open-ended inquiry into fundamental scientific questions. With the possible exception of Bell Labs in its heyday, they focus on projects that have immediate commercial promise. Their shareholders would riot if they dumped $10 billion into a space telescope or particle collider that takes decades to build and generates little revenue.

A privatized system of American science will be distorted toward short-term work, and people who want to run longer-term experiments with more expensive facilities will go elsewhere. "American science could lose a whole generation," Shapin said. "Young people are already starting to get the message that science isn't as valued as it once was."

If the U.S. is no longer the world's technoscientific superpower, it will almost certainly suffer for the change. America's technology sector might lose its creativity. But science itself, in the global sense, will be fine. The deep human curiosities that drive it do not belong to any nation-state. An American abdication will only hurt America, Shapin said. Science might further decentralize into a multipolar order like the one that held during the 19th century, when the British, French, and Germans vied for technical supremacy.

Read: 'This is not how we do science, ever'

Or maybe, by the midway point of the 21st century, China will be the world's dominant scientific power, as it was, arguably, a millennium ago. The Chinese have recovered from Mao Zedong's own squandering of expertise during the Cultural Revolution. They have rebuilt their research institutions, and Xi Jinping's government keeps them well funded. China's universities now rank among the world's best, and their scientists routinely publish in Science, Nature, and other top journals. Elite researchers who were born in China and then spent years or even decades in U.S. labs have started to return. What the country can't yet do well is recruit elite foreign scientists, who by dint of their vocation tend to value freedom of speech.

Whatever happens next, existing knowledge is unlikely to be lost, at least not en masse. Humans are better at preserving it now, even amid the rise and fall of civilizations. Things used to be more touch-and-go: The Greek model of the cosmos might have been forgotten, and the Copernican revolution greatly delayed, had Islamic scribes not secured it in Baghdad's House of Wisdom. But books and journals are now stored in a network of libraries and data centers that stretches across all seven continents, and machine translation has made them understandable by any scientist, anywhere. Nature's secrets will continue to be uncovered, even if Americans aren't the ones who see them first.

In 1990, Roald Sagdeev moved to America. He found leaving the Soviet Union difficult. His two brothers lived not far from his house in Moscow, and when he said goodbye to them, he worried that it would be for the last time. Sagdeev thought about going to Europe, but the U.S. seemed more promising. He'd met many Americans on diplomatic visits there, including his future wife. He'd befriended others while helping to run the Soviet half of the Apollo-Soyuz missions. When Carl Sagan visited the Soviet Space Research Institute in Moscow, Sagdeev had shown him around, and the two remained close.

To avoid arousing the suspicions of the Soviet authorities, Sagdeev flew to Hungary first, and only once he was safely there did he book a ticket to the U.S. He accepted a professorship at the University of Maryland and settled in Washington, D.C. It took him years to ride out the culture shock. He still remembers being pulled over for a traffic infraction, and mistakenly presenting his Soviet ID card.

American science is what ultimately won Sagdeev over to his new home. He was awestruck by the ambition of the U.S. research agenda, and he liked that it was backed by real money. He appreciated that scientists could move freely between institutions, and didn't have to grovel before party leaders to get funding. But when I last spoke with Sagdeev, on July 4, he was feeling melancholy about the state of American science. Once again, he is watching a great scientific power in decline. He has read about the proposed funding cuts in the newspaper. He has heard about a group of researchers who are planning to leave the country. Sagdeev is 92 years old, and has no plans to join them. But as an American, it pains him to see them go.
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The Discourse Is Broken

How did a jeans commercial with Sydney Sweeney come to this?

by Charlie Warzel




Sydney Sweeney is inexplicably reclining and also buttoning up her jeans. She's wearing a jacket with nothing underneath. She's attempting to sell some denim to women, and appears to be writhing while doing so. In a breathy voice, the actor recites the following ad copy as the camera pans up her body: "Genes are passed down from parents to offspring, often determining traits like hair color, personality, and even eye color." When the camera lands on her eyes, which are blue, she says, "My jeans are blue." The commercial is for American Eagle. The whole thing is a lot.



The jeans/genes play is a garden-variety dad pun. But when uttered by Sweeney--a blond, blue-eyed actor whose buxomness and comfort in her own skin seems to drive everyone just a little bit insane--it becomes something else. Sweeney does not speak much about her politics (for interested parties, there are potential clues, such as a 2020 tweet supporting Black Lives Matter and a mention of having conservative relatives), but this hasn't stopped the right wing from framing her as one of their own. Her mere appearance in a plunging neckline on Saturday Night Live led the right-wing blogger Richard Hanania to declare that "wokeness is dead." Meanwhile, speaking about the American Eagle ad in a TikTok post that's been liked more than 200,000 times, one influencer said, "It's literally giving Nazi propaganda."



For some, the ad copy about parents and offspring sounded less like a dictionary entry and more like a 4chan post--either politically obtuse or outrightly nefarious. Across platforms, people expressed their frustration that "Sydney Sweeney is advertising eugenics." One of the posters offered context for their alarm, arguing that "historic fascist regimes have weaponized the feminine ideal," ultimately linking femininity to motherhood and reproduction. Another said that, in the current political climate, a fair-skinned white woman musing about passing down her traits is "uncreative and unfunny."(To further complicate matters, before the controversy, American Eagle announced that a butterfly insignia on the jeans represented domestic-violence awareness and that the company would donate 100 percent of profits from "the Sydney Jean" to a nonprofit crisis text line.) Are you tired? I'm tired!



The trajectory of all this is well rehearsed at this point. Progressive posters register their genuine outrage. Reactionaries respond in kind by cataloging that outrage and using it to portray their ideological opponents as hysterical, overreactive, and out of touch. Then savvy content creators glom on to the trending discourse and surf the algorithmic waves on TikTok, X, and every other platform. Yet another faction emerges: People who agree politically with those who are outraged about Sydney Sweeney but wish they would instead channel their anger toward actual Nazis. All the while, media outlets survey the landscape and attempt to round up these conversations into clickable content--search Google's "News" tab for Sydney Sweeney, and you'll get the gist. (Even this article, which presents individual posts as evidence of broader outrage, unavoidably plays into the cycle.)



Although the Sweeney controversy is predictable, it also shows how the internet has completely disordered political and cultural discourse. Even that word, discourse--a shorthand for the way that a particular topic gets put through the internet's meat grinder--is a misnomer, because none of the participants is really talking to the others. Instead, every participant--be they bloggers, randos on X, or people leaving Instagram comments--are issuing statements, not unlike public figures. Each of these statements becomes fodder for somebody else's statement. People are not quite talking past one another, but clearly nobody's listening to anyone else.



Our information ecosystem collects these statements, stripping them of their original context while adding on the context of everything else that is happening in the world: political anxieties, cultural frustrations, fandoms, niche beefs between different posters, current events, celebrity gossip, beauty standards, rampant conspiracism. No post exists on an island. They are all surrounded and colored by an infinite array of other content targeted to the tastes of individual social-media users. What can start out as a legitimate grievance becomes something else altogether--an internet event, an attention spectacle. This is not a process for sense-making; it is a process for making people feel upset at scale.



Unfortunately for us all, our institutions, politicians, influencers, celebrities, and corporations--virtually everyone with a smartphone--operate inside this ecosystem. It has changed the way people talk to and fight with one another, as well as the way jeans are marketed. Electoral politics, activism, getting people to stream your SoundCloud mixtape--all of it relies on attracting attention using online platforms. The Sweeney incident is useful because it allows us to see how all these competing interests overlap to create a self-perpetuating controversy.



Did American Eagle know what it was doing when it made the Sweeney advertisement? The company hasn't addressed the controversy, but the ad--not unlike the famous and controversial Brooke Shields Calvin Klein campaign it appears to be playing off of--seems like it was perhaps meant to walk a line, to be just controversial enough to garner some attention. Casting Sweeney to begin with supports this theory. Her image has been co-opted by the right, accurately or not, in part because of where she's from (the Mountain West) and some of her hobbies (fixing cars). Even her figure has become a cultural stand-in for the idea, pushed by conservative commentators, that Americans should be free to love boobs. (Sweeney's cultural associations with conservatism have also been helped along by an Instagram post she made in 2022 featuring photos from a "surprise hoedown" party for her mother's 60th birthday; online sleuths found separate photos depicting guests in MAGA-style hats and "Blue Lives Matter" gear, which led to a backlash.) A marketing executive with enough awareness of Sweeney's image and the political and cultural conversation around her might have figured that an ad featuring her talking about her good jeans would draw eyeballs.



This does not mean that some of the outrage isn't culturally significant. Those who have spoken out about the advertisement aren't doing so in a vacuum: Fears over eugenics creeping into mainstream culture are empirically grounded--just glance at some aspects of the very public and loud pronatalist movements, which have been supported by influential people such as Elon Musk. Proud eugenicists have found purchase in mainstream culture on platforms such as X. The Trump administration is making white-supremacist-coded posts on X and enacting cruel immigration policies, complete with military-style ICE raids and imprisonment in a makeshift gulag in the Florida swamps. That's the real context that the ad was dropped into. It makes sense that, as one commentator noted, the ad might feel like it is part of "an unbridled cultural shift toward whiteness."



But all of this reality is stripped away by opportunists across the internet. The right-wing-media ecosystem is excellent at cherry-picking examples that look, to their audiences, like egregious examples of so-called snowflake behavior. MAGA influencers and Fox News prime-time segments feed off this type of content, which allows their audiences to feel morally superior. Very real concerns about the political direction of the country and the emboldening of bigots are reduced to: Democrats are triggered by cleavage. The right-wing-media apparatus has every incentive to go at the Sweeney stuff, as the MAGA coalition struggles to distract its base from Donald Trump's Epstein-files debacle.



But it's not only the right that cherry-picks. In their rush to publish viral news stories explaining the controversy, the media credulously grab examples of supposed outrage--regardless of whether the accounts in question have tens of thousands of followers (and actual influence) or just a handful. One BuzzFeed story quoted an Instagram comment from a user who is not a public figure, just a person with 119 followers. This kind of amplification, where nonpublic figures become stand-ins for public opinion, is a dangerous game. It distorts the conversation, sending a flood of attention to posts from small accounts, often in the form of other users who pile on and excoriate the original poster. In turn, this leads to the otherwise inconsequential post taking on the appearance of relevance, causing more outrage.



What ends up happening in these scenarios is that everyone gets very mad, in a way that allows for a touch of moral superiority and is also good for creating online content. The Sweeney ad, like any good piece of discourse, allows everyone to exploit a political and cultural moment for different ends. Some of it is well intentioned. Some of it is cynical. Almost all of it persists because there are deeper things going on that people actually want to fight about.



The polarized discourse obscures the real possibility that the majority of people encountering this ad are uninvested, passive consumers. Rather than having any conviction at all about the entire affair, they're consuming this discourse the way that people consume sports content about player infighting in a locker room or the way that people read celebrity gossip. Perhaps this is why American Eagle hasn't issued a panicked statement about the ad or why its stock price, barring a small fluctuation, hasn't changed much. For some, the stakes are high; for others, this is content to be consumed in a moment of boredom.



The internet loves Sweeney--not as one might love, say, a person, but as one might love an object, an atomic unit of content. Her image is fawned over but also analyzed, co-opted, and monetized. She is savvy enough to get a piece of this action too--hence selling her bathwater and these jeans. But the internet loving you, it should be said, is not often a good thing. Its desire is limitless. It ingests a person and slowly turns them into a trend, a main character, a thing that people struggle to speak normally about.

Perhaps the impulse to label these predictable culture-war moments as discourse reflects a need to make all the anger and fighting mean something. Discourse suggests a process that feels productive, maybe even democratic. But there's nothing productive about the end result of our information environment. What we're consuming isn't discourse; it's algorithmic grist for the mills that power the platforms we've uploaded our conversations onto. The grist is made of all of our very real political and cultural anxieties, ground down until they start to feel meaningless. The only thing that matters is that the machine keeps running. The wheel keeps turning, leaving everybody feeling like they've won and lost at the same time.
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The Desperation of Donald Trump's Posts

Trump's social-media habits are different when he can't control the narrative.

by Charlie Warzel




Summer weekends in America are good for lots of things: baseball games, cookouts, farmers' markets, sipping a bev next to a lake. Or, if you're President Donald Trump: crashing out on social media in hopes of distracting the nation from nonstop coverage of his long friendship with Jeffrey Epstein.



Trump is an inveterate poster, known for his erratic style and late-night tirades. But over the weekend, as the world refused to move on from his administration's bizarre handling of the Epstein files--which has led segments of his base to completely melt down--Trump went on a posting spree that was alarming, even by his own standards.



On Sunday alone, Trump posted 33 times on Truth Social, sending off 20 posts between 6:46 and 8:53 p.m. eastern. He demanded that the Washington Commanders and Cleveland Guardians revert to their original names (the Redskins and Indians, respectively), and posted an AI-generated video of Barack Obama being arrested in the Oval Office set to the song "Y.M.C.A.," by the Village People. Trump also shared a contextless, grainy video that looks like it was scraped from some viral social-media post. It includes no captions and features 25 stitched-together clips, set to music, of people doing wild or dangerous stunts: A woman appears to catch a charging cobra with her bare hands, a man does a forward flip from one moving skateboard to another, various people contort their bodies in strange ways, a dude stands on the footrests of a moving dirt bike.



Even some of Trump's die-hard fans on Truth Social seemed caught off guard by the video, struggling to draw a connection between it and Trump's politics. "Was expecting a video of you at the end!" one top commenter wrote. (A spokesperson for the White House did not answer my questions about why the commander in chief was posting an extreme-sports highlight reel on Sunday night.)



The bizarre video was immediately recognizable to me as the type of garbage that clogs the feeds of many people who still use Facebook, a platform that is filled with inscrutable slop posted by spammers and content farmers. By the early 2020s--before generative-AI images took over--Facebook had already transformed into a vast wasteland of low-quality memes, repurposed videos, and strange pages dedicated to clips like "Shelter Pit Bull Made His Bed Every Day Until a Family Adopted Him." This type of content fits in a category that I have taken to calling "soft-brain scrolling." It falls somewhere between probably harmless and not nutritious; it's mostly low-quality algorithmic arbitrage that helps click farmers make a buck. Your confused relatives seem to love it.



That the account belonging to the president of the United States is now posting to the entire world like a Facebook Uncle, though, is a troubling sign. (It's unclear if Trump does all of the direct publishing himself, though The Washington Post reported last month that aides have been surprised by messages posted to his account in the wee hours of the morning. In the past, he would reportedly dictate and edit his own tweets, down to the odd capitalization of specific words.) He's exhibited milder forms of Facebook Uncle syndrome for years now--even in 2016, Trump would retweet white-supremacist accounts, angrily live-tweet Saturday Night Live, and publicly congratulate himself--but the behavior appears to be getting worse.



The best analogue for this moment may be Trump's online raging after the January 6, 2021, insurrection. During this period, Trump was temporarily banned from mainstream platforms such as Facebook and Twitter. He launched Truth Social in 2022 and began making and sharing more extreme posts, including hundreds from accounts promoting QAnon conspiracy theories. In one day in 2022, he reportedly posted 50 separate times--in many cases about how the 2020 election was supposedly stolen. The tone this past weekend felt similar, with Trump posting an AI-generated image of officials from the Obama administration and former FBI Director James Comey in orange prison jumpsuits, arrayed in a Brady Bunch-style grid. The center of the image reads "The Shady Bunch." Along the same lines, Trump also posted a caps-laden message to his followers last week, demanding that they move on from the Epstein "Hoax" and calling it "bullshit" from the "Lunatic Left." He is lashing out, on the defensive, and seemingly unable, or at best unwilling, to control his screen time.



Trump has always loved to post, obviously, and even the generative-AI stuff isn't new, exactly. Last year, during his presidential campaign, Trump fully embraced the technology as a propaganda tool, posting and reposting images of himself praying, Taylor Swift fans endorsing him en masse (that was before the real Taylor Swift endorsed his opponent), and AI Kamala Harris speaking in front of a hammer-and-sickle flag. As the Post reported in its article about Trump's social-media use, in the first four and a half months of this term, Trump "posted to Truth Social over 2,200 times--more than three times the number of tweets he sent in the same period in 2017."



Unlike the material we saw over the weekend, a lot of Trump's posts during that period were clear political statements and directives. During Trump's tariff vacillations, which caused markets to plummet, he posted on Truth Social that Americans should "BE COOL" and not become "PANICANS," an invented term for people who expressed genuine concern that Trump was destroying the economy. (MAGA influencers tried and failed to make that one stick.) Trump also used his account to threaten world leaders. For instance, he lashed out at Colombian President Gustavo Petro over his attempts to block deportation flights. (Petro backed down.) In May, he used the account to admonish Russian President Vladimir Putin, suggesting that "if it weren't for me, lots of really bad things would have already happened to Russia," and that Putin was "playing with fire!" His posting in the lead-up to bombing Iran was another example of Trump forcing the world to hang on his every word; eventually, he announced the strike via Truth Social. In all cases, Trump was posting, however maniacally, from a position of power and demonstrating influence.



Not so recently. The week that preceded the Truth Social binge on Sunday may very well have been the most frustrating of Trump's second term, not only because the Epstein scandal threatened to tear apart his MAGA coalition, but because Trump could not persuade the usual people to drop the story. As my colleagues Ashley Parker and Jonathan Lemire reported over the weekend, "the limits of his power over normal allies became evident" as Trump failed to get Rupert Murdoch or The Wall Street Journal's editor in chief, Emma Tucker, to stop the paper from publishing a story about a lewd 50th-birthday letter that Trump allegedly sent to Epstein.



Trump had to deal with frustrations like these during his first term, when he was often checked and handled by career politicians and beset by press leaks from anonymous staffers, and faced constant backlash from the media and Silicon Valley. But Trump's second term has been different. He's surrounded mostly by true believers and sycophants and able to engage somewhat freely in various forms of government dismantling and corruption. Numerous media companies have bowed to Trump or appeared to soften their adversarial stance. At Trump's inauguration, Silicon Valley's most powerful executives stood behind him, offering a tacit show of support for his administration. The vibe had shifted in Trump's favor, and he behaved with impunity. Yet the Epstein case has been a genuine hurdle. Republicans are seemingly desperate to make the story go away, so much so that Speaker Mike Johnson shut the House down early to avoid "political games" and block any potential votes calling for the release of files pertaining to Epstein.



One can tell a lot about how Trump feels about his own power and influence by the way he's posting. There are multiple ways to interpret Trump's weekend posts. The most basic is that Trump's long-standing obsession with AI slop and memes--working in overdrive right now--is a useful propaganda tool. Before, he needed a grassroots meme army to provide memes; now, polished and bespoke Trump slop is always just a ChatGPT query away, no genuine enthusiasm required.



A second reading is to see Trump's affinity for reposting fan art as Executive Cope. Here, the slop is a way for Trump to escape and imagine the world as he'd like it to be. In slop world, Trump is not embattled, getting screamed at by his supporters over what looks to them like a guilty cover-up on behalf of a pedophile. Instead, he's arresting Obama. It's pure fan fiction that depicts Trump having power in a moment when, perhaps, he feels somewhat powerless.



A third reading of Trump's Truth Social posts--especially his reposting of strange viral Facebook garbage and angry culture-war stuff railing against "woke" sports-team names--suggests that these posts aren't part of any kind of strategy or coping mechanism, but examples of a person who is addled and raging at things he feels he has no control over. For years, people have offered anecdotes that Trump behaves online like some isolated, elderly people who have been radicalized by their social-media feeds--in 2017, Stephen Colbert memorably likened Trump to America's first racist grandpa. His recent posting certainly fits this template. And paired with some of Trump's other cognitive stumbles--he seemingly forgot last week that he had appointed Fed Chair Jerome Powell--it all starts to feel more concerning.



In this context, Trump's Truth Social page is little more than a rapid-response account that illustrates a world that doesn't actually exist: one in which POTUS looks like a comic-book hero, is universally beloved, and exerts his executive authority to jail or silence anyone who disagrees with him. This sort of revenge fantasy would be sad coming from anyone. That it is coming from the president of the United States, a man obsessed with retribution, who presides over a government that is enthusiastically arresting and jailing immigrants in makeshift camps, is terrifying.



All of this points to what my colleague Tom Nichols noted almost exactly one year ago, when Trump accepted the Republican presidential nomination: The president "is emotionally unwell." In describing Trump's speech that night, Nichols said that his long, often pointless digressions "were the ramblings of a man who has serious psychological problems. All of it was on display last night: rage, paranoia, pettiness, desolating selfishness."



The same explanation could be applied perfectly to Trump's Truth Social posts over the weekend. Trump called for Senator Adam Schiff to be prosecuted. He appeared pathologically aggrieved--spending part of his Saturday night posting a detailed infographic intended to debunk the supposed "Russia hoax" from an election that happened almost nine years ago. (Propaganda experts say this is an attempt by Trump and his administration to rewrite history.) He posted a fake mug shot of Obama. And, on Sunday morning, he pecked out a 103-word message congratulating himself on his first six months in office. Rage, paranoia, pettiness, and desolating selfishness: Trump appears consumed more and more by an online world that offers him the chance to live out the fantasy of the unilateral power and adulation that he craves.



Talking about Trump and social media is complicated because, unlike most users, Trump can post ridiculous things, transform news cycles, and force the world to react to his posts. But lately, his posts are not having the desired effect. It's possible that what observers witnessed this weekend is a tipping point of sorts. Trump's posts, instead of influencing reality, suggest that the president is retreating from it entirely.
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Israel Under Pressure

Will strains between Donald Trump and Benjamin Netanyahu force Israel's hand?

by The Editors




This week, Donald Trump broke with Benjamin Netanyahu over the humanitarian crisis in Gaza. Meanwhile, Trump fired the director of the Bureau of Labor Statistics after the release of the latest jobs report. Panelists on Washington Week With The Atlantic joined to discuss this and more.

"Trump believes that he has the ability and leverage over Netanyahu," Alexander Ward, a national-security reporter at The Wall Street Journal, said last night. But the reason that "there isn't as much leverage as the Trump team believes is because Netanyahu has his own politics, too."

Joining Atlantic staff writer Franklin Foer to discuss: Leigh Ann Caldwell, the chief Washington correspondent at Puck; Andrea Mitchell, the chief Washington and foreign-affairs correspondent at NBC News; Alexander Ward, a national-security reporter at The Wall Street Journal; and Nancy A. Youssef, a staff writer at The Atlantic.

Watch the full episode here.
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What's So Bad About Nicotine?

It's long been obvious why cigarettes are bad. The risks of alternatives like Zyn and Juul are much hazier.

by Nicholas Florko




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

For the better part of the past century, the case against nicotine was simple: Smoking a cigarette might feel nice, but it will eventually kill you. Nearly one in five deaths in the United States is caused by complications from cigarette smoke. Chewing tobacco is less dangerous, but still deadly: It has long been associated with head and neck cancers.



But in 2025, nicotine isn't so straightforward. Smoking is so deadly not because of nicotine, per se, but because of tobacco: Lighting a cigarette burns tobacco, releasing nicotine into the body. Chewing tobacco entails gnawing on actual tobacco leaves. Nowadays, it's easier than ever to get a nicotine buzz without any tobacco at all: Just puff on a vape or pop a tiny nicotine pouch between your teeth and upper lip. These cigarette alternatives have been around for a while, but only recently have they gone fully mainstream. In January, the FDA officially sanctioned the sale of Zyn, among the most recognizable nicotine-pouch brands. In the past three months alone, Philip Morris International, which makes Zyn, shipped 190 million cans of the stuff to stores. And last month, the agency reversed a prior ruling and authorized Juul e-cigarettes. These products, the FDA has concluded, "generally have lower health risks than cigarettes."



In this nicotine boom, it's easy to see the drug as harmless, even good for you. Ads that tout the benefits of nicotine are everywhere: Zyn, for example, has been marketed as an "office essential" that also offers "relaxation on-the-go." Nicotine somehow feels both energizing and relaxing at the same time, kind of like the buzz of a vodka Red Bull. The drug has been linked to statistically significant improvements in a number of cognitive exercises. The marketing goes further: Joe Rogan has hawked Athletic Nicotine, a nicotine-pouch brand that claims the drug can serve as an "exercise performance-enhancing tool." Tucker Carlson--who has his own brand of nicotine pouches--recently claimed that because of nicotine, he is "never sick."

Read: The inconvenient truth about vaping

But nicotine is not a wonder drug. The cognitive improvements found in studies were modest. Bethea AnnaLouise Kleykamp, an assistant professor of psychiatry at the University of Maryland who has studied nicotine, summed it up this way: The drug "might be, if you were to subtract it from the smoke, something that could help some people," such as those who are sleep-deprived or have a cognitive disorder like ADHD. Not exactly a ringing endorsement. Moreover, there's still a lot we don't know about what nicotine alone does to the body.



All of this has nicotine in a strange place. Before the advent of newer products, the field of public health was united in its stance that no one should be using cigarettes, and thus nicotine. Now the message is more muddled than ever.



Some public-health experts still suggest staying away from nicotine in and of itself. After the decades-long war against smoking, they see new products as Big Tobacco's latest gambit to hook the public. Others make a different calculation: If the health effects of nicotine alone are less concerning than those of cigarettes, what's so bad about an adult sucking on a Zyn? Presuming people recognize that these products "may have some health risks," Neal Benowitz, an emeritus professor of medicine at UC San Francisco, told me, "I have no problem with that."



Such differing views stem from the unclear health effects of cigarette alternatives. Consuming nicotine via vape or pouch is surely safer than smoking a cigarette, but that isn't saying much. No researchers I spoke with gave nicotine an unequivocal endorsement. "I would never go so far as to say that any drug is completely safe," Jed Rose, an emeritus professor of psychiatry at Duke University who runs a research firm that has done paid research for nicotine companies, told me. "Whether nicotine contributes in any way to other diseases associated with smoking is not as firmly resolved as people like to think."



Rose cited a study that showed nicotine accelerated tumor growth in mice. Other experts I spoke with cited data from Sweden demonstrating that smokeless products carry some cardiovascular risks. And emerging research indicates that the components inside of vapes can leach heavy metals into the mist that users inhale, potentially exposing them to increased cancer risk. For the most part, science simply hasn't answered the question of how bad nicotine alone is for you. Most of the studies on the bodily effects of nicotine have been completed using subjects who smoke.



For now, the clearest problem with puffing on a Juul is that nicotine remains extremely addictive, whatever form it comes in. Addiction researchers have said that nicotine is just as difficult to quit as heroin. Smokeless products might be a little easier to quit than cigarettes, based on how they deliver nicotine. But it's reasonable to assume that these new products will also worsen the problem of nicotine addiction by making the drug easier to consume. Desk workers can pop nicotine pouches without having to step away for a smoke break. Vape clouds are more readily concealed than the stench of cigarette smoke. This is part of the appeal: Rogue, a Zyn competitor, advertises its product as a way to "enjoy the nicotine you love without getting noticed, whether you're in a marathon of meetings, perfecting your meal-prep, or just can't step away for a smoke break." (Rogue, like other nicotine brands, has to legally include warnings in its ads that its products are addictive.)



The effects of an addiction alone are not typically a first-order concern in the world of public health. Addictions typically come with other, more pressing consequences: For cigarettes, it's heart attacks and cancer; for heroin, it's overdoses. Anyone who has seen photos of smokers hooked to oxygen or revealing their lung-cancer scars can attest that public health has become expert in warning potential victims of these types of health problems. The risks of a nicotine addiction without the smoke are murkier. "There are interpersonal, intrapersonal, and economic consequences to being addicted," Eric Donny, a neuroscience professor at Wake Forest University who studies nicotine, told me. "It's really hard to quantify this in a way that we are used to."



Nicotine boosters have compared the drug to caffeine--which is also addictive, but generally not a problem. (Hence the Death Before Decaf shirts, tote bags, and even tattoos.) But research suggests that nicotine addiction is more intense than a caffeine dependency, potentially taking a bigger toll on people's lives. The financial costs alone can be onerous: Nicotine prices vary a lot from state to state, but in Washington, D.C., where I live, someone with an extreme Zyn habit may be shelling out upwards of $10 a day to feed their addiction. A Juul isn't much cheaper. With either product, a heavy user is likely to spend several thousands of dollars a year.



Addiction can also take a psychological toll. Being hooked on nicotine means your brain is always screaming for another hit of the drug. At times, the longing can feel insatiable, and can force people to act in ways that are entirely against their own self-interest. A teen addicted to vaping might take a few puffs in the school bathroom, even if getting caught might mean a suspension. Or a longtime user may continue to pop nicotine pouches after a heart attack, despite research showing that quitting nicotine significantly reduces someone's risk of death.



These downsides might seem minuscule compared with those of cigarettes. A rotting lung is considerably worse than a $10-a-day nicotine habit. But they shouldn't be ignored. If cigarette-smoking rates continue their decades-long drop, it's reasonable to assume that vaping and pouches will become the dominant ways people consume nicotine. New nicotine products might have solved the biggest problem with smoking. Many other, more subtle problems still remain.
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The Man Who Was Too MAHA for the Trump Administration

Vinay Prasad was supposed to be the guy who kept Big Pharma in check. Now he's gone.

by Benjamin Mazer




Vinay Prasad, until Tuesday one of the country's top medical regulators, just got a bitter taste of what it means to have real power. In recent months, the academic hematologist-oncologist, medical contrarian, and polemic podcaster had become a central figure at the U.S. Food and Drug Administration. In May, he was chosen to lead its Center for Biologics Evaluation and Research--a position that gave him authority over vaccines and gene therapies. In June, Marty Makary, who is currently the FDA commissioner, bestowed upon him an even more important role: chief medical and scientific officer of the entire agency. This week, Prasad abruptly departed.

We don't know the exact reason behind Prasad's departure. According to a Department of Health and Human Services spokesperson, he resigned to "spend more time with his family." (Neither Prasad nor HHS responded to my request for comment.) Politico reports that President Donald Trump ordered his removal this week over the objections of Makary and Health and Human Services Secretary Robert F. Kennedy Jr. Whatever the particulars, Prasad's sudden need for a better work-life balance suggests the administration is following a time-honored approach to medical regulation: Business comes first.

Prasad's troubles began in the first weeks of his tenure at the FDA, when he overruled the agency's own scientific reviewers by limiting the use of COVID vaccines. In doing so, he managed to anger the country's pro- and anti-vaccine factions at the same time. While many public-health experts criticized the decision to limit access to the shots, Kennedy's allies in the "Make America healthy again" movement felt betrayed by the fact that the government had allowed mRNA shots to remain available at all.

Prasad also faced a blitz from the pharmaceutical industry and patient-advocacy groups after the FDA tried to suspend distribution of a gene therapy for Duchenne muscular dystrophy called Elevidys, over safety concerns. For those affected by this rare, incurable condition, the move was seen as an outrageous denial of their right to weigh the drug's risks and benefits for themselves, and an extinguishing of what had been at least a glimmer of hope. Two days later, the right-wing provocateur Laura Loomer publicly accused Prasad of "sabotaging Trump's deregulatory agenda," and an opinion writer for The Wall Street Journal declared him a "one-man death panel."

I know Prasad a bit: I've twice been a guest on his podcast, and I've followed his prolific academic work and public commentary about evidence-based medicine since about 2016, when he was a young professor at Oregon Health & Science University working to identify low-value medical practices. We've had our disagreements over the years. But with respect to Elevidys and drugs like it, our views are in alignment. We share the worry, for example, that the FDA keeps lowering its approval standards for drugs that keep getting more expensive. "The American economy can handle a great deal of wasteful health-care spending," Prasad told me in an interview in 2021. "But it can't tolerate an infinite number."

His skepticism of Elevidys, in particular, is both long-standing and well-founded. The therapy has not been conclusively shown to slow the progression of the muscle-wasting disease it targets, but it does often induce vomiting and damage patients' livers. Worryingly, it also appears to be related to a pair of deaths. Prasad's predecessor in his role at CBER, Peter Marks, approved the drug, which costs $3.2 million per course of treatment, in spite of his own staff's uncertainty about its benefit. (Marks was forced out by Kennedy this spring, after the two clashed over access to vaccine-safety data.)

Read: The sanewashing of RFK Jr.

That Prasad should take a tough line on drug regulation was perfectly in keeping with his history. He rose to prominence on that basis: To his many fans, he was a dogged and courageous industry watchdog; to his many critics, a self-righteous pharma scold. That mainstream Republicans should balk at this approach, and strive to undo it, was equally predictable. Politicians, particularly those on the right, have for years supported patients' ability to obtain still-unproven therapies. During Trump's first term, the president signed into law the "Right to Try Act," which expanded access to experimental drugs. That law was championed by Republican Senator Ron Johnson, who, according to reporting from STAT, may have been instrumental in Prasad's ouster.

One might have guessed that things were different now in Washington--that Kennedy's eccentric philosophy had ushered in a novel form of conservative leadership, in which business interests didn't always lead the way. Thus far, however, the MAHA movement has done little to adjust the status quo. Instead, it has mostly wallowed in its own contradictions. We've been told that cooking with seed oils is toxic but that treating measles with cod-liver oil is great; and that both deworming pills and microbe-laden raw milk are good for you. MAHA leaders have declared the FDA a "sock puppet of industry" from which Prasad himself would provide a "welcome reprieve," while also championing the public's right to choose its food and drugs (even as they interfere with the distribution of some vaccines).

Read: How ivermectin became right-wing aspirin

So which is it? Should people have easy access to almost any health-care intervention, or should the government protect vulnerable patients from drugs for which there isn't rigorous evidence of benefit? For years, Prasad has been clear on where he stands in that regard. "It is not a case of patients who crave risk facing off with regulators who abhor it," he wrote in a medical journal in 2019. Rather, the current system, in which "reliable data are inconsistently generated," has failed patients who wish to make informed decisions about their care.

Whenever this tension has been tested in the Trump administration, MAHA leaders have almost always seemed inclined to move the other way. A recent op-ed by the FDA's Makary and Mehmet Oz, the head of the Centers for Medicare & Medicaid Services, summed up the current regulatory approach as follows: Agency bureaucrats should cooperate with industry leaders instead of antagonizing them, and the government should favor "market solutions" over "prescriptive regulation." Indeed, even as the news of Prasad's firing was coming out, Makary was promoting his "national listening tour" of private interests. "Looking forward to hearing from more pharma and biotech CEOs!" he wrote on X.

Prasad himself appeared to recognize which way the wind was blowing. From the moment he took office, he was tempering his point of view. Before he became a political appointee, Prasad was dogmatic in his dismissal of evidence that did not emerge from large, randomized clinical trials. ("As readers know, my philosophy is RCT or STFU," he wrote in his newsletter in 2023.) But Prasad seemed to back away from this idea even in his opening remarks to his new colleagues and staffers. "Randomized controlled trials are not always necessary, and when they are done, they are not always informative," he reportedly said on May 7, his second day on the job.

Such appeasement efforts proved insufficient to protect him from rival forces in the Republican Party, if not also in the MAHA movement itself. For the moment, Prasad has been replaced at CBER by the wealthy biomedical entrepreneur George Tidmarsh. Surely that will come as a relief to a constituency that seems to hold immense sway with this administration: America's drug companies and medical-device makers.
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The Dangerous Logic of CTE Self-Diagnosis

The Midtown Manhattan shooter speculated that the condition was a cause of his mental illness. But drawing that conclusion is premature--and risky.

by Yasmin Tayag




Police are still investigating what exactly prompted a gunman to kill four people in a Manhattan office building yesterday evening, but perhaps the clearest aspect of his motive is the condition that he evokes in a note found on his body: chronic traumatic encephalopathy.

The 27-year-old gunman, Shane Tamura, was a former high-school football player. He targeted the Midtown skyscraper that houses the National Football League, though none of the four people he shot and killed before ending his own life was an NFL employee. (According to a statement from NFL Commissioner Roger Goodell, one league employee was "seriously injured" and in stable condition at a hospital.) In his note, Tamura reportedly speculated that CTE might have been a cause of his mental illness, but it's still too early for medical examiners to offer a diagnosis. (And even if an autopsy were to show anomalies in his brain, it could never reveal what precisely drove him to homicide.) Like at least one NFL player who died by suicide, Tamura asked that his brain be studied after he died.

Concerns about CTE and football have been mounting for more than two decades. In 2013, the NFL settled a lawsuit brought by more than 4,500 former players who claimed that the league had concealed from them the risks of brain injury, including CTE. CTE is both rare and difficult to diagnose, so scientists haven't definitively established its symptoms. They're thought to include memory loss, personality changes, suicidality, and loss of motor control--all of which can be both devastating and caused by any number of disorders. Research overwhelmingly validates the link between the condition and professional football careers.

But the consequences of playing high-school football are not well studied--a major oversight, given that most people who play do not end up in the NFL, Eleanna Varangis, a University of Michigan professor who studies brain injury, told me. "The majority of the experience is at the youth level, and we still don't know a lot about how those people look later in life," she said.

Because CTE can be diagnosed only after death, whether Tamura had it is not yet known. Clearly, based on his note, something appears to have led him to suspect that he did. But two experts I spoke with about the condition--both of whom are advocates for better research and care in understanding CTE--told me that they had little reason to suspect that a person like Tamura would in fact have had the condition just because he played high-school football. (So far, a high-school teammate and a coach have told NBC News that Tamura was a talented player, but no further details have emerged about his time in the sport.) Jesse Mez, an associate professor of neurology at Boston University's Chobanian and Avedisian School of Medicine and a co-director of clinical research at its CTE Center, has studied the risks of CTE across football careers ranging from one year up to 30--high schoolers to professional players. He found that the longer people play, the greater their risk of developing CTE. After five and a half years of playing, the relationship starts to be linear. But in careers shorter than that, "the likelihood of getting the disease is quite low," Mez told me.

CTE is thought to be caused by repetitive blows to the head, whether or not they lead to concussions. But scientists have not been able to pin down the precise number of impacts (or concussions) that cause someone to tip over the threshold into CTE, and even if they could, the length of a player's career is an imperfect proxy for how many times they hit their head, Kristen Dams-O'Connor, the director of Mount Sinai's Brain Injury Research Center, told me. There is variability, too, in susceptibility: Some people might develop CTE after fewer blows to the head. Genetics may also play a role. Although research shows the chances that a high schooler would develop CTE are extraordinarily small, "it's hard to say what small is," Mez said.

Read: Tua Tagovailoa's impossible choice

The ambiguities around diagnosing CTE are made only worse by the fact that it cannot be confirmed before death. "I think it would be a huge service to be able to diagnose it in life, even without absolute certainty," Mez said. Some signs indicate that all of that fear and confusion has led to excessive self-diagnosis. CTE appears to be "uncommon" in professional football if you take all players into account, Dams-O'Connor told me. And yet, in a 2024 study of former NFL players, more than one-third believed they had CTE. To assume that CTE is to blame for, say, depression, just because a person played football, is "really harmful logic," Dams-O'Connor said: It suggests that nothing can be done, that a person is doomed to a life of irreversible decline from a disease with no direct treatments. Whether or not Tamura had CTE, it's chilling to think that his conjecture that it contributed to his mental illness may have driven him to violence.

Plenty of other factors, football-related or not, may have also caused or exacerbated Tamura's mental illness, Mez said. Some research suggests that high-school football players may have greater risk for comorbidities that affect brain health, such as cardiovascular or cerebrovascular disease. A 2018 study found that people who start playing football before age 12 are at risk of experiencing cognitive, behavioral, and mood-related problems earlier in life than those who start playing when they're older. And studies have shown that brain injuries (from football or any other cause) are associated with mental-health issues, including a higher risk of suicide, homicide, and criminal tendencies. New York City Police Commissioner Jessica Tisch said at a press briefing last night that the gunman had a "documented mental-health history," and multiple outlets have reported that he was placed on psychiatric hold in both 2022 and 2024.

Read: The future of detecting brain damage in football

The New York City Office of the Chief Medical Examiner said in a statement today that it would examine Tamura's brain during an autopsy--just as he wished. Perhaps the findings will add to the messy, ongoing science of CTE. Or perhaps they will prove a lesson in what happens when players are too quick to suspect it.
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American Summers Are Starting to Feel Like Winter

Extreme weather is keeping more people stuck inside.

by Yasmin Tayag




Americans have a long history of enduring heat waves by going outside. In a 1998 essay for The New Yorker, the author Arthur Miller described urbanites' Depression-era coping mechanisms: People caught the breeze on open-air trolleys, climbed onto the back of ice trucks, and flocked to the beach. In the evenings, they slept in parks or dragged their mattresses onto fire escapes.

But since air conditioning went mainstream, in the 1960s, the easiest way to beat the heat has been by staying indoors--at home, the office, the mall--where cool air is a constant and blinds are often drawn to prevent homes from overheating (and electric bills from skyrocketing). For this convenience, Americans sacrifice the benefits of sunshine and the opportunities for fun it creates. As climate change turns up the temperature, summers in America are coming down to a choice between enduring the heat and avoiding it--both of which might, in their own ways, be making people sick.

In cities across the country, summers are, on average, 2.6 degrees hotter than they were some 50 years ago. In Phoenix, where a 95-degree day is a relief, schedules are arranged around the darkness; Jeffrey Gibson, an accountant who works from home, takes his eight-month-old daughter out for walks before 6:30 a.m.; after that, it's so hot that she flushes bright red if they venture outside. He spends the rest of his day indoors unless leaving is absolutely necessary. It's like this from April to October. Gibson recently told his wife, "Man, I think I'm a little depressed."

Josef A. Von Isser, a therapist in Tucson, Arizona, told me that feeling low in the summer comes up a lot with his clients. Some feel that the heat affects them directly; others struggle with its indirect effects, such as fewer opportunities to socialize and be somewhere other than home or the office. All of them, he suspects, might be experiencing seasonal affective disorder.

The DSM-5 categorizes SAD as a type of major depression with a seasonal pattern, with symptoms such as sadness, feelings of worthlessness, and low energy. Usually, it presents in the winter, though scientists don't agree on why. Some suspect that it's because a lack of sun exposure may contribute to decreased levels of serotonin, a hormone that regulates mood, as well as vitamin D, which helps stimulate serotonin activity. Another theory links low exposure to sunlight with unusually high levels of melatonin, a hormone that helps regulate sleep.

Read: The surprising truth about seasonal depression

Summer SAD is generally accepted as a variety of the disorder, but it's much rarer than the winter form; one study from earlier this year puts its prevalence at about 0.6 percent. That makes summer SAD especially hard to study. "It's clearly a different kind of illness," Paul Desan, a psychiatry professor at Yale, told me, but "it's not in their imagination." Unlike the winter form, which comes with a tendency to overeat, oversleep, and withdraw from society, summer SAD involves reduced appetite, insomnia, and restlessness--all of which can also be effects of heat. The scientific literature shows that heat is associated with mood disorders, anxiety, aggression, and reduced cognitive abilities. Uncomfortably hot nights, longer periods of daylight, and extended stretches of time spent indoors all disrupt sleep, which can in turn fuel mood disorders, Amruta Nori-Sarma, an environmental-health professor at Harvard, told me. Extreme heat can also be an obstacle to exercising, spending time in nature, and socializing, all of which can make people feel good and also double as important coping mechanisms for emotional distress.

Taking comfort in air conditioning when it's too hot out is a natural human response. But air-conditioned spaces can be stifling in their own way. Staying home where it's cool also means socializing less; some offices and homes hardly let in a wink of sunlight all day. It's plausible that in the summer, people experience SAD symptoms not only from excessive heat but also because they spend all of their time avoiding the sun, Kim Meidenbauer, a psychology professor at Washington State University, told me. "It does make sense to me that you'd have, potentially, an analogous pattern of effects" to winter SAD, she said. The link between indoor time and summer SAD hasn't been studied, but plenty of Americans, even if they don't meet the DSM-5 criteria, are noticing that summer is starting to feel a lot like winter. Reddit abounds with users who lament that being forced indoors by the heat gives them "summer depression."

America's summer quandary--suffer inside or out?--will become only more persistent as climate change intensifies. In the United States, heat waves have grown more frequent and intense every decade since the 1960s. During a single heat wave last month, people in 29 states were warned to stay inside to avoid dangerously high temperatures. All of the experts I spoke with expressed concerns about the impacts of escalating heat on mental health. "I am not optimistic," Ayman Fanous, a psychiatry professor at the University of Arizona, told me, noting that heat also has a well-established link with suicide risk and can exacerbate mental-health conditions such as schizophrenia, bipolar disorder, depression, and substance abuse. Many Americans don't have access to air conditioning, or they work jobs that require them to be outside in the heat. Those who can stay cool inside may avoid the most severe consequences but still end up miserable for half of the year.

Read: Earth's new gilded era

As long as summer SAD remains poorly understood, the options for addressing it will be limited. Treatment for winter SAD usually involves exposure to light boxes that mimic sunlight, but these aren't recommended for summer SAD, because it might have a different neurobiological basis, Fanous said. For now, the first-line treatments are SSRIs such as Prozac--which can make people even more sensitive to heat.

For those with the means, the best strategy for beating summer SAD might be to move somewhere cooler. After eight years in Phoenix, Gibson has had enough of hiding from the heat for six months at a time and is ready to leave behind what he believes is his own summer SAD. Later this year, he plans to move his family to Colorado, where he hopes to be able to bring his daughter out during daylight hours. Yet Colorado summers, too, are becoming uncomfortably hot--and the same goes around the country. Last month, Alaska issued its first-ever heat advisory. As summer temperatures continue to rise, perhaps Americans will start to look back with envy on the ways our forebears beat the heat. The hotter summer nights get, the more sleeping on the fire escape starts to sound like a luxury.
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The Obvious Reason the U.S. Should Not Vaccinate Like Denmark

It isn't Denmark.

by Katherine J. Wu




For decades, countries around the world have held up the United States's rigorous approach to vaccine policy as a global ideal. But in Robert F. Kennedy Jr.'s Department of Health and Human Services, many of the officials responsible for vaccine policy disagree. For the best immunization policy, they argue, the U.S. should look to Europe.

Marty Makary, the new FDA commissioner, and Vinay Prasad, the new head of the agency's center for regulating vaccines, have criticized the nation's COVID-19-vaccine policy for recommending the shots more broadly than many European countries do. Tracy Beth Hoeg, a new adviser at the FDA, has frequently compared the U.S.'s childhood vaccination schedule unfavorably with the more pared-down one in Denmark, and advocated for "stopping unnecessary vaccines." (Prasad, citing Hoeg, has made the same points.) And the new chair of the CDC's Advisory Committee on Immunization Practices, Martin Kulldorff--whom Kennedy handpicked to serve on the panel, after dismissing its entire previous roster--announced in June that ACIP would be scrutinizing the current U.S. immunization schedule because it exceeds "what children in most other developed nations receive."

This group has argued that the trimness of many European schedules--especially Denmark's--implies that the benefits of the U.S.'s roster of shots may not outweigh the risks, even though experts discussed and debated exactly that question when devising the guidance. But broadly speaking, the reasons behind the discrepancies they're referencing "have nothing to do with safety," David Salisbury, the former director of immunization of the U.K.'s Department of Health, told me. Rather, they're driven by the factors that shape any national policy: demographics, budget, the nature of local threats. Every country has a slightly different approach to vaccination because every country is different, Rebecca Grais, the executive director of the Pasteur Network and a member of the World Health Organization's immunization-advisory group, told me.

One of the most important considerations for a country's approach to vaccines is also one of the most obvious: which diseases its people need to be protected from. The U.S., for instance, recommends the hepatitis A vaccine for babies because cases of the contagious liver disease continue to be more common here than in many other high-income countries. And conversely, this country doesn't recommend some vaccine doses that other nations do. The U.K., for example, routinely vaccinates against meningococcal disease far earlier, and with more overall shots, than the U.S. does--starting in infancy, rather than in adolescence--because meningitis rates have been higher there for years. Using that same logic, countries have also modified prior recommendations based on emerging evidence--including, for instance, swapping the oral polio vaccine for the safer inactivated polio vaccine in the year 2000.

Vaccines are expensive, and countries with publicly funded insurance consider those costs differently than the U.S. does. Under U.K. law, for instance, the National Health Service must cover any vaccine that has been officially recommended for use by its Joint Committee on Vaccination and Immunisation, or JCVI--essentially, its ACIP. So that committee weights the cost effectiveness of a vaccine more heavily and more explicitly than ACIP does, and will recommend only a product that meets a certain threshold, Mark Jit, an epidemiologist at NYU, who previously worked at the London School of Hygiene & Tropical Medicine, told me. Price also influences what vaccines are ultimately available. In 2023, JCVI recommended (as ACIP has) two options for protecting babies against RSV; unlike in the U.S., though, the NHS bought only one of them from manufacturers, presumably "because the price they gave the government was cheaper," Andrew Pollard, the director of the Oxford Vaccine Group, the current JCVI chair, and a former member of the World Health Organization's advisory group on immunizations, told me. (The prices that the U.K. government pays for vaccines are generally confidential.)

Read: The neo-anti-vaxxers are in power now

The nature of a country's health-care system can influence vaccine policy in other ways too. In the U.S. system of private health care, health-equity gaps are massive, and access to care is uneven, even for one person across their lifetime. Many Americans bounce from health-care provider to provider--if they are engaged with the medical system at all--and must navigate the coverage quirks of their insurer. In this environment, a more comprehensive vaccination strategy is, essentially, plugging up a very porous safety net. Broad, simple recommendations for vaccines help ensure that a minimal number of high-risk people slip through. "We're trying to close gaps we couldn't close in any other way," Grace Lee, a pediatrician and a former chair of ACIP, told me.

The U.S. strategy has worked reasonably well for the U.S. Universal flu-vaccine recommendations (not common in Europe) lower the burden of respiratory disease in the winter, including for health-care workers. Hepatitis B vaccines for every newborn (rather than, like in many European countries, for only high-risk ones) help ensure that infants are protected even if their mother misses an opportunity to test for the virus. More generally, broad recommendations for vaccination can also mitigate the impacts of outbreaks in a country where obesity, heart disease, and diabetes--all chronic conditions that can exacerbate a course of infectious illness--affect large swaths of the population. American vaccine experts also emphasize the importance of the community-wide benefits of shots, which can reduce transmission from children to elderly grandparents or decrease the amount of time that parents have to take off of work. Those considerations carry far more weight for many public-health experts and policy makers in a country with patchy insurance coverage and inconsistent paid sick leave.



The current leadership of HHS thinks differently: Kennedy, in particular, has emphasized individual choice about vaccines over community benefit. And some officials believe that a better childhood immunization schedule would have fewer shots on it, and more closely resemble Denmark's, notably one of the most minimalist among high-income countries. Whereas the U.S. vaccination schedule guards against 18 diseases, Denmark's targets just 10--the ones that the nation's health authorities have deemed the most severe and life-threatening, Anders Hviid, an epidemiologist at Statens Serum Institut, in Copenhagen, told me. All vaccines in Denmark are also voluntary.

But "I don't think it's fair to look at Denmark and say, 'Look how they're doing it, that should be a model for our country,'" Hviid told me. "You cannot compare the Danish situation and health-care system to the situation in the U.S."

Denmark, like the U.K., relies on publicly funded health care. The small, wealthy country also has relatively narrow gaps in socioeconomic status, and maintains extremely equitable access to care. The attitude toward national authorities also includes a high degree of confidence, Hviid told me. Even with fully voluntary vaccination, the country has consistently maintained high rates of vaccine uptake, comparable with rates in the U.S., where public schools require shots. And even those factors don't necessarily add up to a minimalist schedule: Other Nordic countries with similar characteristics vaccinate their children more often, against more diseases.

At least some of Kennedy's allies seem to have been influenced not just by Denmark's more limited vaccine schedule but specifically by the work of Christine Stabell Benn, a researcher at the University of Southern Denmark, who has dedicated much of her career to studying vaccine side effects. Like Kennedy and many of his allies, Benn is skeptical of the benefits of vaccination: "It's not very clear that the more vaccines you get, the healthier you are," she told me. Along with Kulldorff, Hoeg, and National Institutes of Health Director Jay Bhattacharya, Benn served on a committee convened in 2022 by Florida Governor Ron DeSantis that cast COVID-19 vaccines as poorly vetted and risky. She and Hoeg have appeared together on podcasts and co-written blogs about vaccine safety; Kulldroff also recently cited her work in an op-ed that praised one Danish approach to multidose vaccines, noting that evaluating that evidence "may or may not lead to a change in the CDC-recommended vaccine schedule." When justifying his cuts to Gavi--the world's largest immunization program--Kennedy referenced a controversial and widely criticized 2017 study co-authored by Benn and her husband, Peter Aaby, an anthropologist, that claimed that a diphtheria, tetanus, and pertussis vaccine was increasing mortality among children in Guinea-Bissau. (Benn wrote on LinkedIn that cutting Gavi funding "may have major negative impact on overall child survival," but also noted that "it is reasonable to request that WHO and GAVI consider the best science available.")

Read: The U.S. is going backwards on vaccines, very fast

Several of the researchers I spoke with described Benn, with varying degrees of politeness, as a contrarian who has cherry-picked evidence, relied on shaky data, and conducted biased studies. Her research scrutinizing vaccine side effects--arguing, for instance, that vaccines not made from live microbes can come with substantial detriments--has been contradicted by other studies, spanning years of research and scientific consensus. (In a 2019 TEDx talk, she acknowledged that other vaccine researchers have disagreed with her findings, and expressed frustration over her difficulties publicizing them.) When we spoke, Benn argued that the U.S. would be the ideal venue for an experiment in which different regions of the country were randomly assigned to different immunization schedules to test their relative merits--a proposal that Prasad has floated as well, and that several researchers have criticized as unethical. Benn said she would prefer to see it done in a country that would withdraw vaccines that had previously been recommended, rather than add new ones. In a later email, she defended her work and described herself as "a strong advocate for evidence-based vaccination policies," adding that "it is strange if that is perceived as controversial."

When I asked her whether anyone currently at HHS, or affiliated with it, had consulted her or her work to make vaccine decisions, she declined to answer. Kulldorff wrote in an email that "Christine Stabell Benn is one of the world's leading vaccine scientists" but did not answer my questions about Benn's involvement in shaping his recommendations. HHS did not respond to a request for comment.

What unites Benn with Robert F. Kennedy Jr. and his top officials is that, across their statements, they suggest that the U.S. is pushing too many vaccines on its children. But the question of whether or not the U.S. may be "overvaccinating" is the wrong one to ask, Jake Scott, an infectious-disease physician at Stanford, told me. Rather, Scott said, the more important question is: "Given our specific disease burden and public-health goals, are we effectively protecting the most vulnerable people? Based on overwhelming evidence? The answer is yes."

Read: RFK Jr. is barely even pretending anymore

That's not to say that the U.S. schedule should never change, or that what one country learns about a vaccine should not inform another's choices. Data have accumulated--including from a large clinical trial in Costa Rica--to suggest that the HPV vaccine, for instance, may be powerful enough that only a single dose, rather than two, is necessary to confer decades of protection. (Based on that growing evidence, the prior roster of ACIP was considering recommending fewer HPV doses.) But largely, "I'm not sure if there's a lot in the U.S. schedule to complain about," Pollard, the JCVI chair, told me. On the contrary, other nations have taken plenty of their cues from America: The U.K., for instance, is expected to add the chickenpox shot to its list of recommended vaccines by early next year, Pollard told me, based in part on reassuring data from the U.S. that the benefits outweigh the risks. The U.S. does recommend more shots than many other countries do. But the U.S. regimen also, by definition, guards against more diseases than those of many other countries do--making it a standout course of protection, unparalleled elsewhere.



*Illustration by Jonelle Afurong / The Atlantic. Source: Aleksandr Zubkov / Getty; Anna Efetova / Getty; Smith Collection / Gado / Getty; BBC Archive / Getty; Child and Adolescent Immunization Schedule by Age / CDC
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Should You Sunscreen Your Cat?

Even wild animals' skin can burn, if they're living in unusual conditions.

by Katherine J. Wu




For all of the eons that animal life has existed on Earth, the sun has been there too. And for all of those eons, animal life has had only one solution for intense exposure to the sun: evolution. Some creatures have thick, dark skin that's resistant to UV harm; others sprout fur, scales, or feathers that block the sun's rays. Many fish, reptiles, amphibians, and birds may produce a compound that protects their cells against the sun's damaging effects. Hippos, weirdly, ooze a reddish, mucus-y liquid from their pores that absorbs light before it can destroy their skin. And plenty of creatures have evolved behaviors that take advantage of their environment--rolling around in dirt or mud, simply retreating into the shade.



But certain modern animals have sun problems that natural selection can't easily solve. Some reside at zoos that can't perfectly replicate their habitat; others live at latitudes that their ancestors didn't experience. Others spend too much time sunbathing in a living-room window, or sport sparse or light-colored fur or hair because their domesticators liked the way it looked. For these animals, people have come up with a shorter-term solution: sunscreen.



If, that is, a creature is willing to accept the treatment. Indu, an Asian elephant who lived at the Phoenix Zoo, was game. A few years ago, Heather Wright, one of the zookeepers, noticed the tops of Indu's ears pinking, peeling, and flaking in the summer heat, much like her human keepers' did. So her caretakers picked up some zinc-oxide-based sunblock--specially formulated for sensitive (human) skin--and dabbed it on the elephant. Indu, to be fair, was used to a level of care most wild animals don't enjoy. "We had already been applying lotion," to manage dryness, Wright told me. The elephant knew the drill: Once in the barn, she'd lumber up to a window with an opening for her ear and stick the appendage through.



As far as zoo staff members could tell, the treatment helped. "There's nothing magical" about other animals' skin, Leslie Easterwood, a large-animal veterinarian at Texas A&M University, told me: Bake it in the sun, and it will burn. Scientists have spotted whales suffering from sunburns; cats, dogs, horses--even alpacas, turtles, and penguins--can develop all kinds of skin cancers. Pigs, in particular, "have skin most similar to humans," Mitchell Song, a veterinary dermatologist based in Arizona told me. At Zoo Miami, keepers have spread mud on older, arthritic wild pigs who can't wallow as well as they did in their youth; they've also applied sunscreen to a babirusa, a species of swine native to Indonesia's forests, and to a Kunekune pig, Gwen Myers, the zoo's chief of animal health, told me.

In some sunny places, vets commonly recommend sunscreen for pets and other domesticated creatures, especially light-colored dogs and horses. Steve Valeika, a veterinarian in North Carolina, advises the same for "white cats that go outside." This particular conundrum is one of our own making. "You don't see a lot of white-skinned animals in the wild," Anthea Schick, a veterinary dermatologist in Arizona, told me. Only thanks to generations of selective breeding have they become a frequent presence in and around people's homes.

Of course, to sunscreen your pet, you have to ... sunscreen your pet. Some pet owners, vets told me, are definitely flummoxed by the suggestion: "It's not widely discussed," Schick told me. Vets are more unified in recommending teeth brushing for cats--and most cat owners still just decide they'd rather not. But some animals would certainly benefit from block: Schick told me she's seen her fair share of badly burned dogs, especially after long bouts of sunbathing that scorch their bellies. "We see a lot of sun-induced skin cancers that could be avoided," she said. Pit bulls, Dalmatians, and other short-haired breeds are especially vulnerable; even long-haired white cats are sensitive around their eyes, their nose, and the tips of their ears. And Easterwood estimates that the majority of paint horses, left unprotected, will eventually develop skin issues. Squamous-cell-carcinoma cases make up the majority of her workload: "I see it every single day," she said.



The vets I spoke with generally agreed: Don't bother with sprays, which a lot of animals find annoying or downright terrifying; reapply often, and well; it is way, way, way harder to sunscreen a cat than a dog, though some brave souls manage it. But although some vets recommended human sunscreens, formulated for kids or sensitive skin, others told me they preferred blends marketed for animals. (The FDA has dubbed just one pet sunscreen, made by a company called Epi-Pet and marketed to dogs and horses, "FDA compliant"--not the same as FDA approval, which requires rigorous safety testing.) Several warned against zinc oxide, which can be toxic to animals if ingested in large quantities; others felt that zinc oxide was worth the risk, unless administered to a tongue-bathing cat.



Regardless of the product they're offered, most animals generally aren't as eager as Indu to subject themselves to a human-led sun-protection ritual. And even she was usually plied with a five-gallon bucket of fruits and vegetables while her keepers tended her ears. At Zoo Miami, keeper Madison Chamizo told me she and her colleagues had to spend months training an okapi--an African mammal closely related to a giraffe--to accept caretakers gently scrubbing sunscreen onto her back with a modified Scotch-Brite dishwand, after she lost some patches of hair on her back to a fungal infection. But for creatures in very sunny parts of the world, the alternatives are, essentially, being cooped up indoors, kept away from windows, or wrestled into full-body sunsuits. (Some dogs don't mind; cats, once again, are unlikely to comply.)



And some sun-related problems, sunscreen can't fix. Gary West, the Phoenix Zoo's vet, told me he suspects that UV glare has caused eye inflammation in some of his animals; Myers, in Miami, worries about the sensitive skin around some species' eyes. "They're not really going to wear sunglasses for us," Myers told me. So she and her colleagues have started to wonder: "Gosh, is this an animal that we could put a sun visor on?"
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Brace Yourself for Watery Mayo and Spiky Ice Cream

MAHA is coming for emulsifiers.

by Yasmin Tayag




In the kitchen, an ingredient's taste is sometimes less important than its function. Cornstarch has rescued many a watery gravy; gelatin turns juice to Jell-O. Yet the substances that make bread fluffy, hold mayonnaise together, and keep the cream in ice cream have, according to the new stance of the United States government, "no culinary use."

These natural and synthetic substances, called emulsifiers, are added to processed foods to give them the textures that Americans have come to love. They've also become targets in Health Secretary Robert F. Kennedy Jr.'s push to remove many food additives from the American diet. The "Make America Healthy Again" report, published in May, groups emulsifiers with other additives, some of which it says are linked to mental disorders, metabolic syndrome, and cancer. Online, the MAHA crowd echoes claims that emulsifiers are helping drive America's chronic health problems.

Like seed oils and food dyes, emulsifiers have raised some real health concerns, particularly about gut health. But distinguishing their ill effects from those of the foods they're in is challenging--and probably a distraction from the diet changes that would really make Americans healthier.

To anyone who's attempted (and failed) to make a smooth vinaigrette using only oil and vinegar, MAHA's assertion that emulsifiers have no culinary use is an affront. Any recipe that calls for blending two substances that don't mix well together requires emulsifiers' magic touch. Their molecular structure is drawn to watery substances on one end and fat-based ones on the other, bridging ingredients that would otherwise separate. In a vinaigrette, a dollop of mustard does the trick. Mayonnaise, essentially a blend of oil and a water-based acid, such as vinegar, is spreadable thanks to a natural emulsifier: egg yolks. Similarly, adding eggs to milk prevents ice cream from separating into solid milk fat studded with ice shards (yum).

Not all emulsifiers are as recognizable as eggs and mustard. Many commercial ice creams swap eggs for cheaper synthetic emulsifiers. Cake mixes are foolproof because chemicals called propylene glycol esters prevent powdered fats from clumping. Monoglycerides and diglycerides add structure to and extend the shelf life of bread. Xanthan gum thickens creamy salad dressings. The MAHA report makes no distinction between purely chemical emulsifiers and those that are naturally occurring, such as egg yolks and soy lecithin. So far, studies have not definitively identified differences in their effects on human health.

Read: America stopped cooking with tallow for a reason

Perhaps because they are so useful, emulsifiers are in about half of supermarket foods sold in the United Kingdom, according to a 2023 study of the country's four largest supermarkets; one study in France found that they account for seven of the top 10 most-consumed food additives among adults. So far, their prevalence in the U.S. food system hasn't been studied, but given the dominance of processed food in the American diet, it's safe to say that we eat a lot of them.

In Kennedy's view, that abundance of emulsifiers is at least partly responsible for America's chronic-disease epidemic. In May, he promised to investigate and ban food additives that are "really dangerous." But so far, the research on emulsifiers doesn't justify such a label. In 2017, an FDA-led study concluded that seven common emulsifiers didn't raise any safety concerns at the usual levels of consumption. The agency's calculations have "a lot of safety built in," says Renee Leber, a food scientist at the Institute of Food Technologists, a trade group. There's no reason to expect that Americans would ever consume enough emulsifiers to spark serious health concerns.

Still, looking further into emulsifiers' health impacts isn't a bad idea. A growing number of studies suggest that some can harm the gut, perhaps by shifting the balance of the gut microbiome. They may also damage the gut's protective mucus layer, leaving it more vulnerable to inflammation and bacteria. A few studies suggest a link between the inflammation that some emulsifiers cause and certain illnesses, including Crohn's disease, metabolic syndrome, and type 2 diabetes. But other research has turned up conflicting results; a study published last year linked a high-emulsifier diet to a better-protected gut.

Even emulsifier experts aren't sure exactly what the substances do in the body. Research on how they affect intestinal health is "very much a work in progress," Benoit Chassaing, a professor at the Institut Pasteur, in Paris, told me. It also still isn't clear which ones, if any, have the most potential for harm. In a 2021 study, Chassaing and his colleagues used a model to test the effects of 20 common emulsifiers on the gut microbiome. Only two of them--the synthetic emulsifiers carboxymethylcellulose (found in vitamins and dietary supplements) and polysorbate 80 (usually in edible oils and cake icing)--were determined to have lasting negative consequences. Chassaing has also found that some people's microbiomes are more sensitive to emulsifiers--which is to say, conceivably emulsifiers could have different effects on different people. Without large-scale human trials, none of the research on emulsifiers can be considered conclusive. As the authors behind the 2024 study wrote, "For now, do not feel guilty if you eat ice-cream!" (At least, not because you're consuming emulsifiers.)

From the May 2023 issue: Could ice cream possibly be good for you?

None of this has deterred Kennedy from fearmongering about additives like emulsifiers. Instead, he's continuing a pattern that by now has become a MAHA signature: In the health secretary's campaigns against seed oils and food dyes, he has exaggerated modest scientific findings to justify grand allegations that additives drive chronic disease. Some skepticism of these ingredients may be warranted. But Kennedy's critiques lack nuance at a stage when nuance is all that the current research can provide.

A MAHA-led deep dive into these questions could turn up some genuinely useful information. If certain emulsifiers are especially gentle on the gut, the food industry could use them to replace the ones that might be more irritating. Identifying what makes certain people more sensitive to them could shape criteria for prescribing emulsifier-free diets.

But what Kennedy plans to do about emulsifiers beyond investigating their safety is anyone's guess. When I asked the Department of Health and Human Services about it, Emily G. Hilliard, a press secretary, told me that "Secretary Kennedy is committed to ensuring transparency in the food supply so that Americans know exactly what's in their food." Banning any emulsifiers that might be found to cause serious harm would be prudent, but then foods that contain them would have to be reformulated--a costly, time-consuming endeavor. For some foods, that might not even be an option: Without an emulsifier, natural or synthetic, ice cream "just wouldn't be plausible," Leber told me.

If Kennedy aggressively pursues bans or some other type of restrictions, it will be worth stepping back and asking what the administration is really trying to achieve. The health effects of emulsifiers haven't yet been fully distinguished from those of the foods they're in (which tend to have high levels of fat, sugar, or both), nor have those of seed oils and food dyes. In fact, the science points to the likelihood that emulsifiers' potential harms are minor in comparison with more basic nutritional problems. But maybe ditching emulsifiers could act as some roundabout way of nudging Americans toward eating healthier, if Kennedy is prepared to rob us all of ice cream.

Read: RFK Jr. is taking an axe to America's dietary guidelines

In May, Kennedy announced that food additives and processed foods would be the "central focus" of his health administration. But really, that indicates just how unfocused his movement is. The MAHA report rails against American overconsumption of high-sugar, high-fat, ultra-processed foods, yet so far, it hasn't been able to do much to limit their consumption beyond eliciting a nonbinding promise from Kraft-Heinz and General Mills to remove dyes from foods like mac and cheese and Kool-Aid, and encouraging people to cook french fries in beef tallow. Removing or replacing emulsifiers could result in some health gains, but none that are likely to outweigh the health consequences of eating the foods that contain them.
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Scammers Are Coming for College Students

The U.S. Department of Education used to employ people whose job was to stop waste, fraud, and abuse. Now almost all of their desks are empty.

by Kevin Carey




In March 2019, a team of investigators from the U.S. Department of Education's fraud-prevention team arrived at a Houston trade school for what was supposed to be a routine inspection. Several of the students the team wanted to interview, however, were nowhere to be found. At the end of a long and frustrating day, the investigators headed back to their car. That's when two of the missing students appeared in the parking lot. They wanted to talk in a place where school administrators couldn't overhear them.

That conversation led to the unraveling of a years-long scheme designed to steal from the American taxpayer. The trade school, called the Professional Career Training Institute, had been recruiting homeless people from a local nonprofit. Many were high-school dropouts, some of them functionally illiterate with histories of petty crime and drug abuse. Enroll in college, they were told, and we'll pay your rent while federal grants take care of tuition, books, and all the rest. The school fabricated diplomas from an unaccredited, possibly nonexistent high school, then set up federal financial-aid accounts and passwords for the students before secretly taking out large loans on their behalf.

Colleges collectively receive more than $140 billion in federal student aid every year. At the beginning of this year, the Department of Education employed about 220 people to make sure that money actually went toward paying for students to attend legitimate educational institutions. But no such investigations are being conducted today. That's because, in March, the newly confirmed secretary of education, Linda McMahon, fired more than 80 percent of the fraud-prevention and quality-assurance team, according to an official who was involved in many fraud causes, and who spoke on condition of anonymity for fear of retribution. The move was one part of a massive series of layoffs that cut employment at the department by nearly 50 percent compared with the beginning of the year--all in service of President Donald Trump's directive to shut down a federal agency that was created by an act of Congress in 1979. This month, the Supreme Court ruled, without explanation, that those layoffs could go into effect while a lawsuit challenging them works through the courts.

Read: The Supreme Court won't explain itself

The Trump administration has justified its dismantling of the federal government under the banner of cutting "waste, fraud, and abuse." The cuts to the Department of Education's anti-fraud team are likely to have exactly the opposite effect. For every dollar the government spends investigating frauds like the Houston student-loan scheme, it saves more in the form of recovered funds and prevented crime. Trump promised to trim the federal bureaucracy. In this case, he has instead defunded the police.

Even before the latest layoffs, the Department of Education employed the fewest workers of any Cabinet-level agency. Because education is mostly funded and regulated by state and local governments, the department's role has historically been limited, but still important. Among other things, it administers the $1.7 trillion federal-student-loan portfolio and distributes $31 billion in Pell Grants to low-income college students every year.

The point of federal student loans is to give students access to credit that they can't get in the private market. Unlike the requirements for, say, a mortgage, people don't need to have financial assets or a job to borrow for college. On top of loans, Pell Grants are available to anyone from a family of modest means. The system helps people earn degrees when they otherwise can't afford to. It also makes higher education vulnerable to fraud. Without any regulations, I could hang a sign on my door that says Kevin Carey University, charge tuition equal to the value of a Pell Grant, scrawl diploma on a napkin, and split the proceeds with my "students."

To prevent such behavior, Congress wrote specific provisions into the federal Higher Education Act, defining the terms under which colleges can receive tuition paid with federal aid. Before students enroll in college, they must graduate from high school or pass the GED. Colleges must be approved by an independent accrediting body that sets standards for quality. They have to sign a legal agreement with the Education Department that lays out additional conditions, and submit annual financial statements to certify that they're not about to go bankrupt and hang students out to dry mid-semester.

These are not especially rigorous standards. The Education Department has little say in what colleges teach or whether they do a good job teaching it. In the same way local health departments enforce food-safety standards but allow restaurants to sell flavorless burgers and soggy fries if the market demands them, the goal is a minimum level of consumer protection in an otherwise open market.

Even that standard requires enforcement. Investigators first visited the Professional Career Training Institute, the Houston trade school, during a routine inspection. After getting tipped off by the students in the parking lot and being contacted by an internal whistleblower who had a video recording of diplomas being forged, they returned with a bigger team of lawyers and accountants.

Many students learned during interviews with Education Department inspectors that they owed tens of thousands of dollars in student loans. A federal accountant discovered two sets of books: a fake one that the school showed students, which didn't include their hidden loan balances, and a real set of financial records, which did. One student tried to enroll in a different college, only to learn that PCTI had already applied for and received her aid money for the upcoming year.

News of the inspection set off a panic inside PCTI. The school's leaders got to work doctoring records and coaching students to lie. PCTI's founder and CEO, Carrie Poole--feted by a local marketing company as one of the "top 30 most influential women in Houston" in 2014--personally handed one student a check for $910 as payment for her to stay home on the day of the inspection and not "rat her out," according to the Education Department. Confronted with these and other allegations, PCTI claimed that much of the testimony from students with criminal records was unreliable. These were, of course, students whom the school had gone out of its way to recruit. (This account is drawn from Department of Education documents, including records from administrative proceedings. Poole did not respond to requests for comment.)

When it came to federal regulations, PCTI lied about seemingly everything. School officials pretended that married students were single so their household income would drop and they would receive more need-based aid. The school inflated the number of hours students were taught. Attendance records were falsified, instructors went missing, and necessary equipment never arrived.

Colleges accused of malfeasance are legally required to receive due process. PCTI lawyered up and mounted a vigorous defense. After hearings before an administrative-law judge and an appeal, the college was officially stripped of eligibility for federal financial aid in December 2021.

PCTI is not an isolated case. In 2005, fraud inspectors caught a large mid-Atlantic trade school that, according to the department, sold students laptops at a 125 percent markup and handed out credentials in "surgical technology" to a student whose real-world training consisted of working for two weeks in a hospital storage room. A student studying phlebotomy testified that "the practice arms were so filled with holes that the fake blood would spurt out when students attempted to practice their sticks."

In another case, a Florida woman created an independent "sports academy" that, according to fraud investigators, sold young men on the false promise of being recruited by Division I schools. Upon arriving, students and their parents were pressured into taking out federal loans to enroll in a barbering-and-cosmetology program. According to the government, the school falsely claimed that the football players were studying cosmetology for 10 to 12 hours a day, including on weekends. (One student at that school was allegedly told to do something like "curl your hair, take a video, and turn it in.") The owner received more than $800,000 in federal-loan disbursements before the Education Department shut her down. From 2021 to August 2024, the department sanctioned 85 colleges, levied $61.7 million in fines for misconduct, and cut off 35 schools from receiving federal financial aid.

When Trump took office in January, the Education Department's quality-assurance team was organized into five groups. One processed requests from new colleges to become eligible for federal student aid and recertified existing colleges on a six-year schedule. Another group conducted yearly audits, and a third made sure that schools were financially healthy and complying with rules designed to crack down on predatory for-profit colleges. A group of 10 regional offices conducted site visits and program reviews like the one that uncovered the PCTI scheme. A special fraud-investigation unit focused on the worst actors. All of these activities were mandated and funded by Congress.

Annie Lowrey: A real cancer in Washington

As soon as Linda McMahon was confirmed as education secretary, most of the team was fired. Add in DOGE-induced retirements, and the headcount went down from about 220 to fewer than 40. The fraud-investigations unit is gone. Eight of the 10 regional offices have been closed. The financial-analysis group is no more. Most of the lawyers who prosecuted cases were also let go or reassigned to other tasks. The only thing the remaining skeleton crew can do is rubber-stamp paperwork to keep federal dollars flowing.

This is incredibly frustrating for the public servants who have made safeguarding the higher-education system their life's work. The official who helped enforce fraud cases told me, "The team doing this work put a lot of bad schools out of business. I feel good about it." The department, they noted, had recovered tens of millions of dollars from fraudulent colleges. With the system now defenseless against criminality, they say, the message to would-be scammers is "Back up your truck to the ATM machine."

Ellen Keast, the deputy press secretary at the Department of Education, told me in an email that staff "continue to carry out all of their roles and responsibilities under law, including clearing the backlog of nearly two thousand program reviews, program certifications, and other oversight activities neglected by the Biden administration because it was too distracted by their loan bailouts and politically motivated witch hunts targeting career- and faith-based institutions." She did not, however, elaborate on how the department is managing to execute its obligations without employing the human beings who would actually perform them. Indeed, in granting an injunction suspending the layoffs, a federal judge found that by eliminating "entire offices and programs," McMahon had "made it effectively impossible for the Department to carry out its statutorily mandated functions."

The Supreme Court later stayed that injunction, allowing the layoffs to go into effect as the case moves forward. Even if the lawsuit eventually succeeds and the administration is forced to rehire the fraud investigators, it's hard to imagine the McMahon regime aggressively enforcing the law. The Trump higher-education agenda is far more focused on persecuting elite research universities. The dismantling of the fraud-enforcement unit is the Trump approach to governance in microcosm: chaotic, seemingly illegal, and the reverse of what someone who truly cared about protecting taxpayer money would do. It's now open season on students who are susceptible to false promises about college--something that the president, whose Trump University real-estate-seminar business paid a $25 million settlement to former students, knows a great deal about.

The layoffs have come as the Trump administration has begun executing the One Big Beautiful Bill Act. Notably, the law does not abolish the U.S. Department of Education. In fact, it includes new provisions that the department will have to implement. It allows students, for the first time, to use their Pell Grants to pay for job-training courses as short as eight weeks, start to finish. These kinds of classes, which tend to get advertised at bus stops and on late-night basic cable, have already been rife with abuse. Extending Pell Grant eligibility for them now, after terminating the people in charge of preventing that abuse, is all but guaranteed to have ugly results.

Read: DOGE is making the IRS a tip jar for public services

The law also penalizes colleges that offer programs whose graduates don't earn much in the job market. This is a reasonable idea that could force reputable colleges and universities to take more responsibility for the quality and price of their offerings. But the provision doesn't apply to undergraduate certificate programs, whose graduates are 10 times more likely to fall beneath the earnings threshold. And it will require teams of data analysts and lawyers to implement--that is, exactly the people whom McMahon just fired.

Meanwhile, the people who make a living off of unsuspecting college students are lying in wait. Carrie Poole has rebranded PCTI as the "Agri-Tech eLearning Institute," whose slick website touts its "impressive and strong history spanning over a decade." The website includes extensive information about federal student-aid programs that students legally cannot use to attend Agri-Tech (a disclaimer on another page notes that "Agri-Tech eLearning Institute does not offer or participate in federal financial-aid programs"), and invites people to "unlock a better future today." (Agri-Tech did not respond to requests for comment.)

The U.S. Department of Education used to employ people whose job was to stop this kind of thing before it started. Right now, almost all of their desks are empty.
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Can This Man Save Harvard?

To fend off illiberalism from the White House, the university's president also has to confront illiberalism on campus.

by Franklin Foer




Updated at 12:45 p.m. ET on July 21, 2025


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


The email landed at 10 minutes to midnight on a Friday in early April--a more menacing email than Alan Garber had imagined. The Harvard president had been warned that something was coming. His university had drawn the unwanted and sustained attention of the White House, and he'd spent weeks scrambling to stave off whatever blow was coming, calling his institution's influential alumni and highly paid fixers to arrange a meeting with someone--anyone--in the administration.

When he finally found a willing contact, he was drawn into aimless exchanges. He received no demands. No deadlines. Just a long conversation about the prospect of scheduling a conversation.

Garber wanted an audience because he believed that Harvard had a case to make. The administration had been publicly flogging elite universities for failing to confront campus anti-Semitism. But Garber--a practicing Jew with a brother living in Israel--believed Harvard had done exactly that.

In the spring, Garber had watched Donald Trump take aim at Columbia, where anti-Israel demonstrations the previous year had so overwhelmed the campus that the university canceled the school's graduation ceremony and asked the New York Police Department to clear encampments. In early March, the Trump administration cut off $400 million in federal funding to the school and said that it would consider restoring the money only if Columbia agreed to dramatic reforms, including placing its Middle East-studies department under an auditor's supervision.

Ever since William F. Buckley Jr. turned his alma mater, Yale, into a bete noire, the American right has dreamed of shattering the left's hegemony on campus, which it sees as the primary theater for radical experiments in social engineering. Now the Trump administration was using troubling incidents of anti-Jewish bigotry as a pretext to strip Ivy League adversaries of power and prestige.

The administration's demands of Columbia impinged on academic freedom. But from Harvard's parochial vantage point, they were also oddly clarifying. Whatever had gone wrong in Cambridge--and Garber's own university faced a crisis of anti-Jewish bias--it hadn't metastasized like it had in Morningside Heights. Harvard had disciplined protesters, and Garber himself had denounced the ostracism of Jewish students. Whichever punishment the administration had in mind, surely it would fall short of the hammer dropped on Columbia.

Franklin Foer: Columbia University's anti-Semitism problem

That was Garber's frame of mind when the late-night ultimatum arrived: Submit to demands even more draconian than those imposed on Columbia, or risk forfeiting nearly $9 billion in government funding. Even for Harvard, with a $53 billion endowment, $9 billion represented real money. The email ordered the university to review faculty scholarship for plagiarism and to allow an audit of its "viewpoint diversity." It instructed Harvard to reduce "the power held by faculty (whether tenured or untenured) and administrators more committed to activism than scholarship." No detail, no nuance--just blunt demands. To the Trump administration, it was as if Harvard were a rogue regime that needed to be brought to heel.

Trump's team was threatening to unravel a partnership between state and academe, cultivated over generations, that bankrolled Harvard's research, its training of scientists and physicians, its contributions to national security and global health. Federal funds made up 11 percent of the university's operating budget--a shortfall that the school couldn't cover for long. Stripped of federal cash, Harvard would have to shed staff, abandon projects, and shut down labs.

Yet the message also offered a kind of relief. It spared Garber from the temptation of trying to placate Trump--as Columbia had sought to do, to humiliating effect. The 13 members of the Harvard Corporation, the university's governing body, agreed unanimously: The only choice was to punch back. The university's lawyers--one of whom, William Burck, also represented Trump-family business interests--wrote, "Neither Harvard nor any other private university can allow itself to be taken over by the federal government."

Soon after Harvard released its response, absurdity ensued. The Trump administration's letter had been signed by three people, one of whom told Harvard he didn't know the letter had been sent. The message, Garber realized, may have been sent prematurely. Or it may have been a draft, an expression of the White House's raw disdain, not the vetted, polished version it intended to send.

But the administration never disavowed the letter. And over the next three months, the president and his team would keep escalating.

On Memorial Day, I met Alan Garber at his home, a 10-minute walk from Harvard Yard. One of the perks of leading Harvard is the right to reside in Elmwood, an imposing Georgian mansion that befits a prince of the American establishment. But Garber had declined the upgrade, choosing instead to remain in the more modest home provided to the university's provost. When he took the president's job last year at 69, after 12 years as provost, he agreed to a three-year term; he didn't want to uproot his life.

I was surprised he found time to talk. It wasn't just a national holiday--it was the start of the most stressful week on a university president's calendar. Graduation loomed on Thursday, with all its ceremonial burdens: the speechifying, the glad-handing, the presence of the school's biggest donors.

Garber led me into his living room, undid his tie, and slouched into a chair. A health-care economist who also trained as a physician, he carries himself with a calm that borders on clinical. Even an admirer such as Laurence Tribe, a Harvard Law professor emeritus, describes Garber as "meek in the way he sounds." He is the opposite of bombastic: methodical, a careful listener, temperamentally inclined to compromise. But after Harvard's feisty reply to the administration, Garber found himself cast a mascot of the anti-Trump resistance.

This was surprising, because in his 18 months as president, Garber has positioned himself as an institutionalist and an opponent of illiberalism in all its forms: its Trumpian variant, yes, but also illiberal forces within his own university, including those concentrated in the divinity and public-health schools, the hot centers of extremism after October 7, 2023.

Rose Horowitch: What Harvard learned from Columbia's mistake

As provost, Garber rarely voiced his concerns about the emerging zeitgeist. And the lesson of Larry Summers--the Harvard president overthrown in 2006, in part for his criticisms of the campus left--suggested that challenging the prevailing politics might doom a career, or become an unhappy headline. So instead of acting on his convictions, he largely kept them to himself. He played the part of loyal deputy, helping presidents--Drew Faust, Lawrence Bacow, and then the hapless Claudine Gay--execute their chosen policies, which included robustly defending affirmative action and expanding the university's diversity, equity, and inclusion apparatus. In 2019, when university administrators modestly defied progressive orthodoxy by denying tenure to an ethnic-studies professor, they sparked a sit-in and a controversy covered in the national press.

During Garber's time as provost, he told me, he developed a nagging sense that the campus was losing its capacity for difficult political conversation. As the social movements of the day--Black Lives Matter, #MeToo--took root, he grew alarmed at the tendency of students to demonize ideological opponents. Self-censorship was shutting down debates over race and identity even before they began. "The people arriving at Harvard as first-year students over time found it more and more difficult to speak about controversial issues," he said. Israel was a subject that seemed to buck that trend, because it elicited such noisy displays of passion. But those paroxysms of anger frequently entailed calls for boycotting intellectual enemies and the social exclusion of contrary voices--adding to the broader problem of closed-mindedness on campus.

Garber's first major appointment as president signaled a symbolic break. He elevated law-school dean John F. Manning, a former clerk to Antonin Scalia and one of the few prominent conservative voices at Harvard, to the position of provost. Manning's rise represented more than token inclusion: Garber has quietly begun exploring a broader initiative to expand conservative representation among tenured faculty, in an effort to cultivate a more pluralistic ethos on campus.

Even as Harvard sits on the receiving end of vitriolic attacks from the right, Garber has turned inward--willing to engage with Harvard's harshest critics and to admit that even bad-faith attacks sometimes land on uncomfortable truths. He's treated the university's crisis as an opportunity, leveraging the looming threat of Trump to make changes that would have been politically impossible in less ominous times. The leader of Harvard, bane of MAGA, agrees with much of the underlying substance of the MAGA critique of higher education, at least when stripped of its rhetorical froth and fury. He knows that elite higher education is suffering a crisis of legitimacy, one that is, in no small measure, of its own making, because it gives fodder to those who caricature it as arrogant and privileged.

Franklin Foer: Trump has found his class enemy

On June 20, Donald Trump used Truth Social to declare his willingness to strike a deal with Harvard--an opening that any devoted institutionalist would have no choice but to seize, however narrow the path to an acceptable deal. Now Garber is gambling that he can reconcile two immense and opposing burdens, each tugging at his conscience: the imperative to protect the enormous research engine that sustains Harvard's excellence, and the obligation to preserve academic freedom in its fullest form.

Despite his technocratic impulses and his centrist temperament, Garber has been drawn into a struggle for power, forced to make choices that will shape not just Harvard's future but that of all the venerable, if flawed, institutions that Trump is targeting.

Garber was never meant to be one of the most consequential presidents in Harvard's history. In fact, he wasn't meant to be president at all. When the university began its search to replace Lawrence Bacow, in 2022, Garber indicated that he didn't want to be considered. He was ready to disappear from university leadership.

Anyway, an aging white man didn't fit the brief. Harvard was preparing to defend itself in the Supreme Court in Students for Fair Admissions v. Harvard, in which the university would argue the legality and necessity of affirmative action on behalf of American higher education. It was a last stand for race-conscious admissions, likely a doomed one given the composition of the Court, and Harvard was eager to telegraph its commitment to diversity. When the Corporation chose Gay in December 2022 to become Harvard's first Black president, Garber intended to stay on just long enough to ease the transition.

Then came October 7. While Hamas militants were still killing families and abducting civilians from Israeli kibbutzim, a group called the Harvard Undergraduate Palestine Solidarity Committee released a statement blaming the "Israeli regime entirely" for the murder of Israelis. Thirty-three student organizations--including the campus chapter of Amnesty International and the Harvard Islamic Society--co-signed a declaration that didn't just blame Israel; it appeared to rationalize slaughter. The statement was posted before Israel had launched its war in Gaza, and it was swiftly and ferociously denounced--especially by Jewish groups, but also by lawmakers--as evidence of pervasive anti-Semitism at the university.

On October 8, Garber visited Harvard Hillel with Gay. For Garber, this wasn't just a supportive gesture. He'd been raised in an observant family in Rock Island, Illinois. During his senior year of high school, he studied at a yeshiva in Chicago. As a university mandarin at Harvard, he treated Hillel as a spiritual anchor--the place where he often joined the daily minyan.

Now, in the rawness of the moment, Garber heard directly from Israeli students about the ostracism they had long faced at Harvard. "They might sit down at dinner with a group of students who didn't know them and have a very pleasant conversation," he told me. "And when the other students learned that they were Israeli, the other students would ignore them or shun them completely. Or they'd get up and leave. This is a particularly corrosive form of discrimination."

Tyler Austin Harper: The real Harvard scandal

For years, Garber had worried about how hostility toward Israel was becoming established on campus. The problem wasn't criticism of Israeli policy; it was the shunning of Israeli people, who were punished for their national origin. Zionists were treated as pariahs unworthy of inclusion in the Harvard community. No other religious commitment or national identity was socially radioactive in this way.

Whatever empathy Garber might have felt that night didn't surface in Harvard's official posture. Critics accused the university of reacting to the October 7 attacks with silence--a jarring absence, given its habit of weighing in on tragedies such as the killing of George Floyd and the invasion of Ukraine. Former President Larry Summers, who said he was "sickened" by the student statement, described himself as "disillusioned" by Harvard's nonresponse. Only then, after a rush of similar criticism, did the administration issue a statement lamenting "the death and destruction unleashed by the attack by Hamas that targeted citizens in Israel this weekend" and "the war in Israel and Gaza now under way."

Facing pressure to say more, Claudine Gay followed up with a second message the next day: "Let there be no doubt that I condemn the terrorist atrocities"--a formulation tacitly conceding the proliferation of doubts. More than 100 faculty members, including Summers, signed a letter accusing her of drawing a false equivalence between Hamas's rampage and Israel's initial response. On October 12, Gay released a short video, in which she tried again: "Our University rejects terrorism--that includes the barbaric atrocities perpetrated by Hamas."

As Gay flailed, pro-Palestinian demonstrations spread across campus. At a "die-in" outside the business school, protesters surrounded an Israeli student who was filming on his phone and physically removed him from the demonstration. (Two were later charged with assault and battery, though the court granted them pretrial diversion in exchange for undergoing anger-management training, performing community service, and taking a Harvard course on negotiation.) Some of the university's big donors recoiled at what was happening in Cambridge. The Wexner Foundation announced that it was severing ties with the university. Billionaires followed, including Len Blavatnik, the owner of Warner Music, whose foundation had gifted $270 million to the school.

At that moment, a lifetime of bureaucratic training left many university presidents ill-equipped for managing inflamed passions. But Gay, new in the job, seemed more hamstrung than most. On December 5, she testified before the House Committee on Education & Workforce, alongside the presidents of MIT and the University of Pennsylvania. In response to a question from Representative Elise Stefanik, a Harvard alumna and Trump supporter, Gay refused to say whether calling for the genocide of Jews violated the university's policies on bullying and harassment. Her over-lawyered, emotionally inert answer became infamous: "It depends on the context." Garber, seated just behind her, was a bystander to catastrophe.

Five days after Gay's testimony, the conservative activist Christopher Rufo and a co-author, Christopher Brunet, published allegations of plagiarism in her dissertation. In most cases, she had sloppily neglected to cite sources; Rufo, reaching, declared that "racialist ideology has driven her scholarship, administrative priorities, and rise through the institution." Initially, the Corporation's instinct was to defend Gay against what it saw as a coordinated attempt by the right to bully her from office.

But over winter break, members of the Corporation began to absorb just how much damage the past months had inflicted on Harvard's reputation. As The New York Times later reported, Penny Pritzker, the chair of the Corporation, phoned Gay in Rome, where the beleaguered president was vacationing with her family. Pritzker asked the only question that mattered: Was there still a path forward? Gay understood that there wasn't.

As she prepared to resign, the Corporation had nowhere to turn but Garber, who agreed to serve as interim president. "I basically had to say yes," Garber told me. Harvard needed a stabilizing hand, someone who could keep the school out of the headlines and deflect the waves of crisis.

Rose Horowitch: The worst job in America

As Garber absorbed the reality of his unexpected role, he began to imagine something more than caretaking. He had one last chance in his career to help Harvard confront the illiberalism that he had come to consider the underlying cause of its crisis. Perhaps a placeholder--someone with no designs on permanent leadership and a willingness to take political fire from faculty and students--would have the freedom to address the ideological rigidity that stifled classroom discussions and led smart people to shun heterodox opinion.

In part, his convictions were rooted in nostalgia for his undergraduate days at Harvard, which he remembers as a citadel of intellectual seriousness. His reverence for genius stretched back to his childhood in Rock Island. His father, a liquor-store owner, moonlighted as a violinist in the local orchestra. When virtuosos came to town, they often ended up at the Garber dinner table. As a teenager, he found himself seated across from the likes of Itzhak Perlman and Vladimir Ashkenazy.

When he arrived at Harvard, he carried that same sense of awe that he felt at those dinners. His parents, true to type, hoped he'd become a doctor. But he quickly fell under the spell of the economics department, packed with future Nobel winners. In a graduate course on labor economics, he met Summers, who became a lifelong friend. Unwilling to disappoint his parents or abandon his new passion, Garber chose both paths: He became a bicoastal graduate student, earning a medical degree at Stanford while pursuing a Ph.D. in economics at Harvard. He taught health-care economics at Stanford for 25 years--also founding research centers and practicing medicine--before returning to Harvard as provost.

His peers who studied the byzantine American health-care system often passed through Washington. But politics didn't suit Garber. His instincts weren't ideological. That same apolitical disposition shaped his campus life. He never fought Harvard's battles with the fervor of a culture warrior; temperamentally, Kulturkampf was alien to him. As provost, he developed a managerial style that was therapeutic--patient in meetings, attuned to grievances. Faculty called him for intimate medical advice; his leather doctor's bag sits on a shelf in his office. Sublimating his ego, he tended to the institution and never hesitated to carry out programs that he might have pursued differently, if he were the one in the president's chair.

Yet gradually, and almost despite himself, Garber began to share some of the right's critiques. The debates over race and identity on campus lacked the spirit of openness that he remembered from his own undergraduate bull sessions. "If you didn't know where somebody stood on a controversial issue, when I was a student, it didn't matter," he told me. "You could still talk about it." Garber had come to believe that a deepening culture of self-censorship was eroding the conditions that allowed excellence to flourish.

His critique isn't a broadsided attack on DEI, but it brushes against it. As Harvard welcomed more students, many of them students of color who were the first in their family to attend college, the school shielded them from the discomfort of hurtful arguments. "There was a lot of deference to students who didn't want to hear certain messages," Garber told me. In his view, Harvard's culture had tilted toward emotional safety, at the expense of intellectual risk. The harder task--teaching students to withstand ideas they disliked, to probe disagreement without retreat, to stay in relationship across political divides--had gone neglected.

As president, Garber launched a series of task forces to study the state of intellectual inquiry on campus. A university-led survey revealed that nearly half of the students, faculty, and staff--45 percent--felt uneasy sharing their views on controversial topics in class. Many feared that a stray opinion might trigger social reprisal. Some admitted to shaping their coursework to mirror what they presumed were their professors' ideological leanings, not in pursuit of truth, but in search of a higher grade.

The faculty had its own theory of what had gone wrong. Professors lamented that undergraduates were pouring more ambition into their extracurricular activities than their coursework. Students were skipping class with impunity. Instructors, wary of backlash in end-of-semester evaluations, responded by easing workloads and inflating grades. (At Harvard, the problem is referred to euphemistically as "grade compression," not inflation.) Rigor, central to Harvard's identity in Garber's day, had become a liability.

This academic neglect only deepened the culture of self-censorship. One task force--the Classroom Social Compact Committee--noted a subtler but equally corrosive failure: "Students are not learning how to ask clarifying questions (including the important ability to acknowledge that they are confused about something)." Harvard, in other words, was routinely failing at the most basic task of liberal education: cultivating minds capable of independent thought. "If we can't address that deeper cultural malady," Garber told me, "we will never be fully successful as a teaching institution or as a research institution. Because in order to be successful in teaching, learning, and research, you need to be open-minded."

These problems were immune to quick fixes. As interim president, Garber pushed through one major change: prohibiting the university from issuing official pronouncements on political events. Harvard also changed its undergraduate application, adding the prompt "Describe a time when you strongly disagreed with someone about an idea or issue." But otherwise, Harvard remained stuck--mired in protest, and drifting ever further from the ideal of open inquiry that Garber hoped to restore.

On April 22, 2024, Harvard suspended the Palestine Solidarity Committee's privileges as a student organization because it had helped to stage a protest that transgressed university rules. Two days later, activists pitched tents in Harvard Yard, joining the wave of encampments happening on campuses nationwide. For Garber, the timing was perilous: The protesters had seized the ground where commencement was set to unfold in just a few weeks.

Precisely what a college could actually change in Gaza wasn't clear. But with Harvard's $53 billion endowment and political influence, it was a protest target that made at least some strategic sense. Calling on the university to divest from companies with ties to Israel, protesters cast Harvard as a handmaiden to genocide--which meant they cast its president that way too.

Activists circulated a poster showing Garber as a devil, horned and seated on a toilet. It didn't take a degree in medieval iconography to recognize anti-Semitic caricature. When the symbolism was pointed out, organizers quietly took the image down. Garber himself wasn't especially rattled. But the episode gave him license to describe himself as a target of bigotry--and in the vernacular of campus politics, that granted him the moral authority of lived experience. He now had the platform to speak more forcefully about anti-Jewish bias and link it to what he saw as deeper institutional failings.

Soon after taking office, Garber had announced the creation of two parallel task forces--one focused on anti-Semitism, the other on anti-Muslim bias. Some critics dismissed the pairing as a false equivalence. But the symmetry reflected Garber's hope that dialogue and debate were the best mechanisms for defusing charged disagreements. The two task forces submitted joint progress reports to the Corporation. To serve on both, Garber appointed the political theorist (and Atlantic contributing writer) Danielle Allen, who has long argued that universities have lost, and must recover, the habits of intellectual pluralism.

At the core of the crisis, Garber believed, was Harvard's retreat from open inquiry. That retreat had created pockets of ideological orthodoxy--most notably at the divinity school, where the religion-and-public-life program hosted events in the spirit of "de-zionization," including an inaugural webinar in which a speaker described "a specific Jewish sinfulness." In Harvard Yard, that same rhetoric echoed in protest chants--"Zionists not welcome here"--a slogan that branded certain students as unworthy of civic participation. Garber gave an interview to The Harvard Crimson condemning that slogan. "There's a disappointing level of ignorance among people who have very, very strong views," he told me.

Engaging across political differences, in the spirit of open inquiry, wasn't just Garber's slogan; it was his strategy for easing campus tensions and rebuilding trust. When angry emails landed in his inbox, he responded quickly and graciously. He persistently engaged Harvard critics, including high-profile donors such as Mark Zuckerberg and Republicans on Capitol Hill. Members of the Harvard Corporation watched Garber preside over a fraught gathering of donors, a room thick with grievance and ready for combat. Garber managed to calm the room, by robustly and empathically acknowledging their gripes. "Everyone came back and said, 'Wow, this is the right man at the right moment,'" Shirley Tilghman, the former Princeton president and then a member of the Corporation, told me. Inside the board, a consensus was quietly forming: Harvard didn't need another presidential search.

Still, for weeks in the spring of 2024, the protest encampment in Harvard Yard was a crisis Garber couldn't fix. He heard troubling reports of harassment. Protesters had hoisted a Palestinian flag outside University Hall, one of Harvard's most iconic buildings. When a university worker lowered it, a demonstrator chased the person down and attempted to reclaim the flag. Garber felt as if he had no choice but to authorize a police sweep to dismantle the encampment. But in a final gambit, he sent a message to the protesters: He would meet with them to discuss the endowment--though divestment from Israel was off the table. He wouldn't promise amnesty. But he would expedite their disciplinary process, allowing them to learn their fates swiftly and move on with their lives. The students accepted. By the thinnest of margins, Garber was spared a violent confrontation.

Some of the protesters later complained that they felt hoodwinked, after misinterpreting his promise of speedy justice as a grant of leniency. By May 23, the day of commencement, 13 students had been barred from receiving their diplomas. When Garber appeared on the dais in his ceremonial robes, he was roundly booed, as attendees chanted, "Let them walk." Nearly 500 faculty and staff signed a letter denouncing the punishments for their "unprecedented, disproportionate, and arbitrary manner." Later that month, on Alumni Day, an animal-rights protester dumped glitter on Garber's head. "It's fine," he said, after brushing himself off. "I could use a little glitter."

Then, as summer break dissipated the tension, the Corporation and the Board of Overseers made their decision. On August 2, it announced that Alan Garber would become the 31st president in Harvard's 387-year history.

Far in advance, it was clear: The 2024 election posed a grave threat to the status quo in American higher education. Trump-style populists thrilled at the prospect of humbling elite universities. Trump's running mate, J. D. Vance, once said, "The professors are the enemy." In Florida, Governor Ron DeSantis treated his public universities accordingly, banning critical race theory; weakening tenure protections; commandeering New College, a quirky liberal-arts school that has since become a showcase for conservative pedagogy. In Wisconsin, lawmakers insisted that the state's flagship university, in Madison, install a professor of conservative thought, funded by the elimination of a program to recruit faculty members from underrepresented minority groups.

To fend off Trump, universities recruited Republican fixers, hiring K Street friends of Trump and lawyers from the right flank of Big Law. Harvard brought on Robert Hur, the Republican prosecutor who'd investigated Joe Biden's handling of classified documents. And it hired William Burck, who'd represented many Trump White House figures during Robert Mueller's Russia probe--and who continued to advise the Trump family as an outside ethics counsel. Burck was well practiced in brokering back-channel deals involving the White House; in one that he'd helped hatch, the law firm Paul, Weiss promised to do pro bono work on behalf of the president's favored causes.

For someone as preoccupied with brand names as Donald Trump, though, Harvard would be too tempting a target to pass up. When musing in early April about the prospect of cutting the university's funding, Trump said, "Wouldn't that be cool?"

On April 14, three days after the late-night email from the Trump administration, Harvard learned that the government wasn't bluffing. Its professors began receiving stop-work orders on government contracts. On May 6, the National Institutes of Health terminated grants tied to research on antibiotic resistance and pediatric AIDS. On May 12, the Department of Defense canceled a bioweapons-related study, and the Department of Energy pulled support for research on subatomic particles. None of these eliminated programs had anything remotely to do with anti-Semitism.

Harvard has some short-term cushion; this spring, it began to sell $1 billion in private-equity assets. But real austerity isn't far off. Roughly 80 percent of the endowment is legally bound to specific purposes and inaccessible for plugging budget holes. Cuts have already begun. The Kennedy School has laid off staff. As a symbolic gesture, Garber gave himself a 25 percent pay cut--and more than 80 faculty members donated 10 percent of their salaries to cover shortfalls.

The extremity of Trump's demands forced the university to protect itself by any available means. It sued the administration to restore its funding, even as it hoped that it could persuade the president to relent. By resisting Trump, Harvard further provoked him. "They want to show how smart they are," the president fumed in the Oval Office in May. To punish this impertinence, the administration kept devising new ways to inflict pain on the institution.

In short order: The Department of Education demanded records of all foreign gifts. The Equal Employment Opportunity Commission opened a civil-rights investigation into alleged discrimination against white, Asian, male, and straight applicants. The White House accused Harvard of collaborating with the Chinese military. On Truth Social, Trump demanded the names of Harvard's international students--then signed a proclamation barring them from entering the United States. Trump publicly vowed to revoke Harvard's tax-exempt status and instructed his sons to cut ties with William Burck. And his administration instigated a process to strip Harvard's accreditation.

Rose Horowitch: Trump's campaign to scare off foreign students

As I watched Trump's fusillade, I thought back to 2019, when I reported on Viktor Orban's campaign to close Central European University, in Budapest. Orban harassed the university using legal fine print, imposing onerous new requirements, grinding the school down until it fled to Vienna. That story had once felt extreme. But even Orban never dared anything as heavy-handed as what Trump is doing to Harvard.

When I raised the subject of the Trump administration, Garber grew reticent. There were things he couldn't discuss, given that Harvard was slogging through negotiations with the White House. That the university would seek a settlement is understandable. A presidential vendetta is all-consuming: Will international students be allowed to enter in the fall? Will crucial research projects survive? Without a deal, Harvard is placing its future in the hands of the courts--hardly reliable bulwarks these days.

Harvard wants to convince the administration that punishment is unnecessary because it has already taken meaningful steps to address the heart of the White House's critique. The university removed the leadership of the Center for Middle Eastern Studies. It expanded harassment policies to include anti-Israeli bias, suspended programs at the public-health and divinity schools that leaned too far into activism, and increased kosher food offerings. In April, it renamed the Office of Equity, Diversity, Inclusion, and Belonging--now the Office for Community and Campus Life. It is contemplating a new academic center where conservative and free-market ideas might flourish.

Rose Horowitch: The era of DEI for conservatives has begun

In normal times, even one of these moves might have caused a revolt. And some objections to Garber's policies do seem to manifest themselves in bureaucratic obstinacy. For instance, Harvard deans have been slow to implement recommendations of his anti-Semitism task force. But having been cast as a figure of resistance, Garber has earned the political capital to pursue his agenda. At commencement this May, he received a sustained ovation. In a Crimson survey, 74 percent of arts-and-sciences faculty expressed satisfaction with his leadership--far higher marks than the Corporation received.

That capital isn't infinite. Garber has ventured into dangerous territory, negotiating with a White House that doesn't care about the details--only the imagery of submission. That places him in an excruciating dilemma. He must protect careers, research, and the basic quality of academic life, while also avoiding any precedent that could lead to a broader collapse of liberal institutions. He can push for a settlement that formalizes changes that he's already made--and maybe even helps him implement additional reforms--but will face intense pressure from the administration to trade away Harvard's independence.

Garber is the quintessential liberal institutionalist in an age when such figures are faring poorly. His reverence comes from his own experience--how Harvard lifted him from Rock Island; how it placed him in classrooms alongside future scientists and economists whom he regards as the smartest people on the planet; how, even as a member of a once-excluded minority, he felt entirely at home. Although Garber knows that many Jews at Harvard no longer feel that same sense of belonging, he is also achingly aware of the irony--that he is a Jewish university president defending his institution against enemies who present themselves as protectors of his people.

Garber also knows that the place he loves so deeply has grown widely disdained, a symbol of arrogance and privilege. To save Harvard, to recover its legitimacy, he must succeed in both of the campaigns that he is waging in defense of liberalism. If Harvard fails to conquer its own demons, or if it fails to safeguard its own independence, then it will have confirmed the harshest critiques leveled against it, and it will stand no chance of ever reclaiming the place it once occupied in American life.



This article previously misstated the nature of bureaucratic resistance to Alan Garber's anti-Semitism task force. Although Harvard deans have been slow to implement the task force's recommendations, they have not missed deadlines for reports mandated by it, according to a university spokesperson.
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Anti-Semitism Gets the DEI Treatment

University leaders may be implementing reforms that aren't proven to work, or are proven not to work.

by Rose Horowitch




To do the same thing over and over and expect a different result is one definition of insanity. According to Robert Shibley, a special counsel of the Foundation for Individual Rights and Expression (FIRE), it's also Columbia University's approach to addressing anti-Semitism on campus.

On Tuesday, Claire Shipman, Columbia's acting president, announced in an email to the community that the university would take several steps to quell anti-Semitism on campus. Columbia will appoint Title VI and Title VII coordinators to review allegations of discrimination. It will launch new programming around anti-Jewish discrimination, send out regular messages affirming its zero-tolerance policy on hate, and use the International Holocaust Remembrance Alliance's definition of anti-Semitism for certain disciplinary proceedings. In her message, Shipman promised that the university would continue making reforms until it had stamped out anti-Semitism. "In a recent discussion, a faculty member and I agreed that anti-Semitism at this institution has existed, perhaps less overtly, for a long while, and the work of dismantling it, especially through education and understanding, will take time," she wrote.

The message was notable for how closely it resembled the communications that university presidents have previously sent out about other forms of discrimination. Replace the references to "anti-Semitism" with "racism," and Shipman's message could practically have been lifted from the statements of summer 2020. As university presidents contort themselves to respond to campus anti-Semitism, they seem to be replicating the DEI push of the past decade, bureaucracy and all. It's not just Columbia. Harvard University is also implementing new trainings, evaluating its administrative complaint structure, and adopting a more expansive definition of anti-Semitism.

Franklin Foer: Columbia University's anti-Semitism problem

Setting aside the question of insanity, Columbia's approach is risky: University leaders may be implementing reforms that aren't proven to work, or are proven not to work. Giving anti-Semitism the DEI treatment is also ironic: Universities are instituting these policies under pressure from the Trump administration, which is simultaneously engaged in an effort to root out DEI from governing and educational institutions across the country.

Anti-Semitism is a real issue at Columbia. As my colleague Franklin Foer documented, university administrators slow-walked responses to anti-Jewish discrimination; such apathy directed at any other protected group would have led to scandal. In the days after Hamas's brutal attack on Israel on October 7, 2023, Columbia's student newspaper interviewed dozens of Jewish students about life on campus. Thirteen students said they had suffered attacks or harassment.

Under President Donald Trump, campus anti-Semitism has also been a pretext to wage war on universities. In March, the Trump administration used Columbia's perceived deficiencies in combatting anti-Semitism as an excuse to yank $400 million in research funding. It demanded far-reaching concessions as a precondition for getting the money back. Columbia soon acquiesced to the reforms, with only minor changes. But the administration still didn't restore the funding. The two parties have been locked in protracted negotiations ever since, though they are reportedly nearing a deal. Shipman's Tuesday announcement was one attempt among many to satisfy the administration.

Assaf Zeevi, an Israeli professor at Columbia's business school, told me he was encouraged by the latest reforms. He cautioned, however, that these efforts would matter only if the university demonstrates that it will discipline students who harass their Jewish peers or violate protest policies. Otherwise, the recently announced measures are no more than lip service. (Columbia did not immediately provide comment.)

Universities have built up their antidiscrimination apparatuses for decades now. Yet they seemed utterly ill-equipped to address anti-Semitism on their campuses. "It suggests that whatever tactic universities were using and the huge growth in the bureaucracy dedicated to this hasn't been effective," Shibley told me. "I don't think there's any reason to assume that adding some coordinators or throwing more people at the problem is going to solve it."

Rose Horowitch: The era of DEI for conservatives has begun

Ineffectiveness is one concern. Here's another: As the university sets up a new anti-Semitism bureaucracy, it runs the risk of repeating the overreach of the DEI movement. What began as a well-intentioned effort to address real issues of discrimination resulted in a proliferation of administrators who, in certain instances, evolved into a sort of speech police. David Bernstein, the founder of the North American Values Institute, has criticized DEI initiatives for flattening nuanced issues. "I don't like the idea of training anybody in ideas," he told me. "Just as I'm critical of DEI programs for providing simplistic answers about power and privilege to complex issues, I'm worried that campus anti-Semitism training will use the same playbook."

The appointment of new Title VI coordinators and the adoption of the International Holocaust Remembrance Alliance definition of anti-Semitism could also tend in that direction. FIRE has opposed universities adopting the IHRA definition, arguing that it could be used to punish speech that merely, if harshly, criticizes Israel's government. Universities' existing policies are sufficient to punish anti-Semitic speech, Shibley said. The problem is that schools haven't enforced them.

And then there's the fact that the Trump administration, even as it has focused on addressing anti-Semitism, has pushed universities to get rid of efforts that have the faintest whiff of DEI. The notion that some version of the DEI bureaucracy is appropriate for anti-Semitism and only anti-Semitism is nonsensical. "Ultimately, the most important thing a university can do to deal with this anti-Semitism problem is to embrace the free expression of ideas and to make sure that they have faculty who embrace a genuine liberal education," Bernstein told me.

The experiments in addressing anti-Semitism are likely to continue all summer and into the next academic year. "Hopefully, some will work," Shibley told me. "I'm concerned, though, that many of them are going to cause government overreach and end up causing more problems than they solve."
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The Computer-Science Bubble Is Bursting

<span>Artificial intelligence is ideally suited to replacing the very type of person who built it. </span>

by Rose Horowitch




The job of the future might already be past its prime. For years, young people seeking a lucrative career were urged to go all in on computer science. From 2005 to 2023, the number of comp-sci majors in the United States quadrupled.

All of which makes the latest batch of numbers so startling. This year, enrollment grew by only 0.2 percent nationally, and at many programs, it appears to already be in decline, according to interviews with professors and department chairs. At Stanford, widely considered one of the country's top programs, the number of comp-sci majors has stalled after years of blistering growth. Szymon Rusinkiewicz, the chair of Princeton's computer-science department, told me that, if current trends hold, the cohort of graduating comp-sci majors at Princeton is set to be 25 percent smaller in two years than it is today. The number of Duke students enrolled in introductory computer-science courses has dropped about 20 percent over the past year.

But if the decline is surprising, the reason for it is fairly straightforward: Young people are responding to a grim job outlook for entry-level coders. In recent years, the tech industry has been roiled by layoffs and hiring freezes. The leading culprit for the slowdown is technology itself. Artificial intelligence has proved to be even more valuable as a writer of computer code than as a writer of words. 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.

"It's so counterintuitive," Molly Kinder, a Brookings Institution fellow who studies AI's effect on the economy, told me. "This was supposed to be the job of the future. The way to stay ahead of technology was to go to college and get coding skills." But the days of "Learn to code" might be coming to an end. If the numbers are any indication, we might have passed peak computer science.

Chris Gropp, a doctoral student at the University of Tennessee at Knoxville, has spent eight months searching for a job. He triple-majored in computer science, math, and computational science at the Rose-Hulman Institute of Technology and has completed the coursework for a computer-science Ph.D. He would prefer to work instead of finishing his degree, but he has found it almost impossible to secure a job. He knows of only two people who recently pulled it off. One sent personalized cover letters for 40 different roles and set up meetings with people at the companies. The other submitted 600 applications. "We're in an AI revolution, and I am a specialist in the kind of AI that we're doing the revolution with, and I can't find anything," Gropp told me. "I found myself a month or two ago considering, Do I just take a break from this thing that I've been training for for most of my life and go be an apprentice electrician?"

Gropp is contending with a weak job market for recent college graduates in general and the tech sector in particular. Although employment for 22-to-27-year-olds in other fields has grown slightly over the past three years, employment for computer-science and math jobs in that age group has fallen by 8 percent. Not long ago, graduates from top comp-sci programs--such as those at Stanford, UC Berkeley, and Carnegie Mellon--would have been fending off recruiters from Google and Amazon. Now, professors at those schools told me, their graduates are having to try much harder to find work. Gropp's dad, William Gropp, runs the National Center for Supercomputing Applications at the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign. "I can say, as the father of a computer-science master's degree holder with expertise in machine learning who is still looking for a job, that the industry is not what it used to be," he told me.

In the ultimate irony, candidates like Gropp might be unable to get jobs working on AI because AI itself is taking the jobs. "We know AI is affecting jobs," Rusinkiewicz, from Princeton, told me. "It's making people more efficient at some or many aspects of their jobs, and therefore, perhaps companies feel they can get away with doing a bit less hiring."

Derek Thompson: Something alarming is happening to the job market

The best evidence that artificial intelligence is displacing tech workers comes from the fact that the industry that has most thoroughly integrated AI is the one with such unusually high unemployment. Tech leaders have said publicly that they no longer need as many entry-level coders. Executives at Alphabet and Microsoft have said that AI writes or assists with writing upwards of 25 percent of their code. (Microsoft recently laid off 6,000 workers.) Anthropic's chief product officer recently told The New York Times that senior engineers are giving work to the company's chatbot instead of a low-level human employee. The company's CEO has warned that AI could replace half of all entry-level workers in the next five years. Kinder, the Brookings fellow, said she worries that companies soon will simply eliminate the entire bottom rung of the career ladder. The plight of the tech grads, she told me, could be a warning for all entry-level white-collar workers.

Not everyone agrees that AI is causing the turbulence in the job market. The tech industry frequently goes through booms and busts. The biggest companies exploded in size when the economy was good. Now, with high interest rates and the specter of new tariffs, executives are likely holding off on expanding, and workers are reluctant to leave their job, says Zack Mabel, director of research at the Georgetown University Center on Education and the Workforce. Companies have an incentive to blame layoffs on AI instead of forces within their control, David Deming, an economics professor at Harvard, told me. "Before we see big changes from AI in the labor market, companies have to internalize this new capability and change what they ask for. And that's the thing that I have not seen very much of," he said. "It could be AI, but we just don't know."

Enrollment in the computer-science major has historically fluctuated with the job market. When jobs are scarce, people choose to study something else. Eventually, there aren't enough computer-science graduates, salaries go up, and more people are drawn in. Prior declines have always rebounded to enrollment levels higher than where they started. (And some universities, such as the University of Chicago, still haven't seen any enrollment drops.) Sam Madden, a computer-science professor at MIT, told me that even if companies are employing generative AI, that will likely create more demand for software engineers, not less.

Read: Silicon Valley braces for chaos

Whether the past few years augur a temporary lull or an abrupt reordering of working life, economists suggest the same response for college students: Major in a subject that offers enduring, transferable skills. Believe it or not, that could be the liberal arts. Deming's research shows that male history and social-science majors end up out-earning their engineering and comp-sci counterparts in the long term, as they develop the soft skills that employers consistently seek out. "It's actually quite risky to go to school to learn a trade or a particular skill, because you don't know what the future holds," Deming told me. "You need to try to think about acquiring a skill set that's going to be future-proof and last you for 45 years of working life."

Of course, when faced with enormous uncertainty, many young people take the opposite approach and pursue something with a sure path to immediate employment. The question of the day is how many of those paths AI will soon foreclose.
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Trump's Campaign to Scare Off Foreign Students

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

by Rose Horowitch




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

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

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

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

Read: The end of college life

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

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

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

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

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

Thomas Chatterton Williams: Trump's Harvard whiplash

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

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

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

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

The outcome of the president's strategy seems clear: fewer foreign students in America. As Trump understood last year, this will come at a considerable cost to the country.
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Remarkable News in Potatoes

Scientists have found that, millions of years ago, spuds evolved from tomatoes.

by Katherine J. Wu




The annals of evolutionary history are full of ill-fated unions. Many plants and animals can and do sometimes reproduce outside of their own species, but their offspring--if they come to be at all--may incur serious costs. Mules and hinnies, for instance, are almost always sterile; so, too, are crosses between the two main subspecies of cultivated rice. When lions and tigers mate in zoos, their liger cubs have suffered heart failure and other health problems (and the males seem uniformly infertile).

For decades, evolutionary biologists pointed to such examples to cast hybridization as hapless--"rare, very unsuccessful, and not an important evolutionary force," Sandra Knapp, a plant taxonomist at the Natural History Museum in London, told me. But recently, researchers have begun to revise that dour view. With the right blend of genetic material, hybrids can sometimes be fertile and spawn species of their own; they can acquire new abilities that help them succeed in ways their parents never could. Which, as Knapp and her colleagues have found in a new study, appears to be the case for the world's third-most important staple crop: The 8-to-9-million-year-old lineage that begat the modern potato may have arisen from a chance encounter between a flowering plant from a group called Etuberosum and ... an ancient tomato.

Tomatoes, in other words, can now justifiably be described as the mother of potatoes. The plant experts I interviewed about the finding almost uniformly described it as remarkable, and not only because dipping fries into ketchup just got a little more mind-bending. Potatoes represent more than the product of an improbable union; they mark a radical feat of evolution. Neither of the first potato's parents could form the underground nutrient-storage organs we call tubers and eat in the form of sweet potatoes, yams, and potatoes. And yet, the potato predecessor that they produced could. Tubers allowed the proto-potato plant to flourish in environments where tomatoes and Etuberosum could not, and to branch out into more than 100 species that are still around today, including the cultivated potato. It's as if a liger weren't just fertile but also grew a brand-new organ that enabled it to thrive on a vegan diet.

Scientists have spent decades puzzling over potatoes' origin story, in large part because the plants' genetics are a bit of a mess, Ek Han Tan, a plant geneticist at the University of Maine who wasn't involved in the study, told me. Researchers have struggled to piece together the relationships among the 100-plus potato species found in the wild; they cannot even agree on exactly how many exist. And when they have tried to orient the potato in its larger family, the nightshades--which includes tomatoes, eggplants, peppers, and Etuberosum--they have found mixed clues. Some evidence has seemed to point to the potato being a tomato derivative: Large stretches of their genomes resemble each other, and the two crops are similar enough that they can be grafted together into a plant that produces both foods. But other patches of the potato genome look more similar to that of Etuberosum, which bears flowers and underground stems that are far more potato-esque than anything that the tomato sports. "We couldn't resolve the contradiction for a long time," Zhiyang Zhang, a biologist at the Chinese Academy of Agricultural Sciences, and one of the paper's lead authors, told me.

Read: Tomato + potato = TomTato

To settle the potato paradox, Zhang and his colleagues amassed more than 120 genomes from dozens of species spanning the potato, tomato, and Etuberosum groups and tried to piece together a narrative. One explanation for all of the shared genes, for instance, might have been that the potato lineage originally split off from the tomato one, then crossbred with Etuberosum later on. If that were the case, the genomes of more ancient potato species would be expected to look more tomato-like, and more modern ones should carry more of Etuberosum's genetic baggage. Instead, the researchers found that all of the potato genomes they sequenced had about the same tomato-Etuberosum split. That points to a possibility that potato researchers hadn't really considered before, Helen Tai, a plant geneticist with the Canadian government's agricultural department, told me. The entire potato lineage must have sprung from the same ancient source: a fusion between tomato and Etuberosum that persists, in a multitude of forms, into the modern day.

The key to that success seems to have been the hybrid's newfound ability to tuberize, a feat that neither of its parents managed, because each lacked the necessary genetic accoutrement. Only the proto-potato had the proper combination: underground stems from Etuberosum that provided a structural scaffold for the tubers, and a genomic switch from the tomato that told the tubers to grow there. Many hybrids struggle to sexually reproduce, but the proto-potato one didn't have to: The plant's underground storage organs (that is, the potatoes) allowed it to propagate asexually. (Potatoes can still be cloned today--just bury bits of one in the ground--but sometime in the past 8 to 9 million years, the plants gained the ability to reproduce sexually, too, a shift that scientists are still puzzling through.) Ancient tomatoes and Etuberosum were native to different stretches of the western coast of South America. But the proto-potato was able to colonize colder, higher, drier environments, allowing it to spread as far north as Arizona and west, out to the coasts of Argentina, Uruguay, and parts of Brazil. "That's what a tuber does for you--it allows you to survive better in stressful conditions," C. Robin Buell, a plant-genomics expert at the University of Georgia who wasn't involved in the study, told me.

Hybridization in nature still, more often than not, ends in tragedy--"offspring that are sterile, inviable, maladapted, or mixed up in some negative way," Robin Hopkins, an evolutionary biologist at Harvard who wasn't involved in the research, told me. But through the sheer power of mixing genes into new combinations, the risky gamble of interspecies pairings has also sometimes majorly paid off. Hybridization among East African cichlids seems to have triggered an explosion in the diversity of certain genes important for eyesight, helping the animals navigate waters of varying murkiness and depth. Certain frogs have been documented soliciting mates outside of their own species to up the chances that their offspring will survive periods of drought. Our own ancestors mingled with Denisovans and Neanderthals, equipping modern humans with traits that may have helped us adapt to new environments. Today, farmers frequently breed different species of crops together to boost yield or hardiness against extreme weather and disease. The potato's innovations, though, are still exceptional. Rather than just collapsing its parents' various traits together, this ancient hybrid struck out on its own evolutionary path.

Read: Why these frogs make 'the grossest blunder in sexual preference'

Although that proto-potato is long gone, understanding its origins could still keep fries and hash browns on modern tables. Cultivated potatoes are prone to disease, and--thanks to their four-copy genomes--a pain to breed and genetically manipulate. Some scientists are trying to address those issues by developing a two-copy-genome potato. But the past could offer another avenue toward sustainable spuds, Yiyuan Ding, a biologist at Huazhong Agricultural University and one of the paper's lead authors, told me. Perhaps, with some genetic help from Etuberosum, scientists might someday coax tomato plants into producing edible underground tubers of their own.
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Every Scientific Empire Comes to an End

America's run as the premier techno-superpower may be over.

by Ross Andersen




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

Roald Sagdeev has already watched one scientific empire rot from the inside. When Sagdeev began his career, in 1955, science in the Soviet Union was nearing its apex. At the Kurchatov Institute in Moscow, he studied the thermonuclear reactions that occur inside of stars. A few lab tables away, Andrei Sakharov was developing the hydrogen bomb. The Soviet space program would soon astonish the world by lofting the first satellite, and then the first human being, into orbit. Sagdeev can still remember the screaming crowds that greeted returning cosmonauts in Red Square. But even during those years of triumph, he could see corruption working its way through Soviet science like a slow-moving poison.

The danger had been present from the U.S.S.R.'s founding. The Bolsheviks who took power in 1917 wanted scientists sent to Arctic labor camps. (Vladimir Lenin intervened on their behalf.) When Joseph Stalin took power, he funded some research generously, but insisted that it conform to his ideology. Sagdeev said that his school books described Stalin as the father of all fields of knowledge, and credited the Soviets with every technological invention that had ever been invented. Later, at scientific conferences, Sagdeev heard physicists criticize the uncertainty principle of quantum mechanics on the grounds that it conflicted with Marxism.

By 1973, when Sagdeev was made director of the Soviet Space Research Institute, the nation's top center for space science, the Soviets had ceded leadership in orbit to NASA. American astronauts had flown around the moon and left a thousand bootprints on its surface. Sagdeev's institute was short on money. Many people who worked there had the right Communist Party connections, but no scientific training. Eventually, he himself had to join the party. "It was the only way to secure stable funding," he told me when we spoke in June.

In 1985, Sagdeev briefly gained the ear of power. Mikhail Gorbachev had just become general secretary at 54, young for the Soviet gerontocracy. He promised broad reforms and appointed Sagdeev as an adviser. The two traveled to Geneva together for Gorbachev's first arms talks with Ronald Reagan. But Sagdeev's view of Gorbachev began to dim when the premier filled important scientific positions with men whom Sagdeev saw as cronies.

In 1988, Sagdeev wrote a letter to Gorbachev to warn him that the leaders of the Soviet supercomputer program had deceived him. They claimed to be keeping pace with the United States, but had in fact fallen far behind, and would soon be surpassed by the Chinese. Gorbachev never replied. Sagdeev got a hint as to how his letter had been received when his invitation to join a state visit to Poland was abruptly withdrawn. "I was excommunicated," he told me.

Sagdeev took stock of his situation. The future of Soviet science was looking grim. Within a few years, government funding would crater further. Sagdeev's most talented colleagues were starting to slip out of the country. One by one, he watched them start new lives elsewhere. Many of them went to the U.S. At the time, America was the most compelling destination for scientific talent in the world. It would remain so until earlier this year.

I thought of Sagdeev on a recent visit to MIT. A scientist there, much celebrated in her field, told me that since Donald Trump's second inauguration she has watched in horror as his administration has performed a controlled demolition on American science. Like many other researchers in the U.S., she's not sure that she wants to stick around to dodge falling debris, and so she is starting to think about taking her lab abroad. (She declined to be named in this story so that she could speak openly about her potential plans.)

The very best scientists are like elite basketball players: They come to America from all over the world so that they can spend their prime years working alongside top talent. "It's very hard to find a leading scientist who has not done at least some research in the U.S. as an undergraduate or graduate student or postdoc or faculty," Michael Gordin, a historian of science and the dean of Princeton University's undergraduate academics, told me. That may no longer be the case a generation from now.

Foreign researchers have recently been made to feel unwelcome in the U.S. They have been surveilled and harassed. The Trump administration has made it more difficult for research institutions to enroll them. Top universities have been placed under federal investigation. Their accreditation and tax-exempt status have been threatened. The Trump administration has proposed severe budget cuts at the agencies that fund American science--the NSF, the NIH, and NASA, among others--and laid off staffers in large numbers. Existing research grants have been canceled or suspended en masse. Committees of expert scientists that once advised the government have been disbanded. In May, the president ordered that all federally funded research meet higher standards for rigor and reproducibility--or else be subject to correction by political appointees.

Read: Trump's 'gold standard' for science manufactures doubt

Not since the Red Scare, when researchers at the University of California had to sign loyalty oaths, and those at the University of Washington and MIT were disciplined or fired for being suspected Communists, has American science been so beholden to political ideology. At least during the McCarthy era, scientists could console themselves that despite this interference, federal spending on science was surging. Today, it's drying up.

Three-fourths of American scientists who responded to a recent poll by the journal Nature said they are considering leaving the country. They don't lack for suitors. China is aggressively recruiting them, and the European Union has set aside a EU500 million slush fund to do the same. National governments in Norway, Denmark, and France--nice places to live, all--have green-lighted spending sprees on disillusioned American scientists. The Max Planck Society, Germany's elite research organization, recently launched a poaching campaign in the U.S., and last month, France's Aix-Marseille University held a press conference announcing the arrival of eight American "science refugees."

The MIT scientist who is thinking about leaving the U.S. told me that the Swiss scientific powerhouse ETH Zurich had already reached out about relocating her lab to its picturesque campus with a view of the Alps. A top Canadian university had also been in touch. These institutions are salivating over American talent, and so are others. Not since Sagdeev and other elite Soviet researchers were looking to get out of Moscow has there been a mass-recruiting opportunity like this.

Every scientific empire falls, but not at the same speed, or for the same reasons. In ancient Sumer, a proto-scientific civilization bloomed in the great cities of Ur and Uruk. Sumerians invented wheels that carried the king's war chariots swiftly across the Mesopotamian plains. Their priest astronomers stood atop ziggurats watching the sky. But the Sumerians appear to have over-irrigated their farmland--a technical misstep, perhaps--and afterwards, their weakened cities were invaded, and the kingdom broke apart. They could no longer operate at the scientific vanguard.

Science in ancient Egypt and Greece followed a similar pattern: It thrived during good times and fell off in periods of plague, chaos, and impoverishment. But not every case of scientific decline has played out this way. Some civilizations have willfully squandered their scientific advantage.

Spanish science, for example, suffered grievously during the Inquisition. Scientists feared for their lives. They retreated from pursuits and associations that had a secular tinge and thought twice before corresponding with suspected heretics. The exchange of ideas slowed in Spain, and its research excellence declined relative to the rest of Europe. In the 17th century, the Spanish made almost no contribution to the ongoing Scientific Revolution.

The Soviets sabotaged their own success in biomedicine. In the 1920s, the U.S.S.R. had one of the most advanced genetics programs in the world, but that was before Stalin empowered Trofim Lysenko, a political appointee who didn't believe in Mendelian inheritance. Lysenko would eventually purge thousands of apostate biologists from their jobs, and ban the study of genetics outright. Some of the scientists were tossed into the Gulag; others starved or faced firing squads. As a consequence of all this, the Soviets played no role in the discovery of DNA's double-helix structure. When the ban on "anti-Marxist" genetics was finally lifted, Gordin told me, the U.S.S.R. was a generation behind in molecular biology and couldn't catch up.

But it was Adolf Hitler who possessed the greatest talent for scientific self-harm. Germany had been a great scientific power going back to the late 19th century. Germans had pioneered the modern research university by requiring that professors not only transmit knowledge but advance it, too. During the early 20th century, German scientists racked up Nobel Prizes. Physicists from greater Europe and the U.S. converged on Berlin, Gottingen, and Munich to hear about the strange new quantum universe from Max Born, Werner Heisenberg, and Albert Einstein.

When the Nazis took over in 1933, Hitler purged Germany's universities of Jewish professors and others who opposed his rule. Many scientists were murdered. Others fled the country. Quite a few settled in America. That's how Einstein got to Princeton. After Hans Bethe was dismissed from his professorship in Tubingen, he landed at Cornell. Then he went to MIT to work on the radar technology that would reveal German U-boats during the Battle of the Atlantic. Some historians have argued that radar was more important to Allied victory than the Manhattan Project. But of course, that, too, was staffed with European scientific refugees, including Leo Szilard, a Jewish physicist who fled Berlin the year that Hitler took power; Edward Teller, who went on to build the first hydrogen bomb; and John von Neumann, who invented the architecture of the modern computer.

In a very short time, the center of gravity for science just up and moved across the Atlantic Ocean. After the war, it was American scientists who most regularly journeyed to Stockholm to receive medals. It was American scientists who built on von Neumann's work to take an early lead in the Information Age that the U.S. has still not relinquished. And it was American scientists who developed the vaccines for polio and measles.

During the postwar period, Vannevar Bush, head of the U.S. Office of Scientific Research and Development under FDR, sought to make America's advantage in the sciences permanent. Bush hadn't liked the way that the U.S. had to scramble to staff up the radar and atomic-bomb projects. He wanted a robust supply of scientists on hand at American universities in case the Cold War turned hot. He argued for the creation of the National Science Foundation to fund basic research, and promised that its efforts would improve both the economy and national defense.

Funding for American science has fluctuated in the decades since. It spiked after Sputnik and dipped at the end of the Cold War. But until Trump took power for the second time and began his multipronged assault on America's research institutions, broad support for science was a given under both Democratic and Republican administrations. Trump's interference in the sciences is something new. It shares features with the science-damaging policies of Stalin and Hitler, says David Wootton, a historian of science at the University of York. But in the English-speaking world, it has no precedent, he told me: "This is an unparalleled destruction from within."

I reached out to the office of Michael Kratsios, the president's science and technology adviser, several times while reporting this story. I asked whether Kratsios, who holds the role that once belonged to Vannevar Bush, had any response to the claim that the Trump administration's attack on science was unprecedented. I asked about the possibility that its policies will drive away American researchers, and will deter foreigners from working in American labs. I was hoping to find out how the man responsible for maintaining U.S. scientific dominance was engaging with this apparent slide into mediocrity. I did not receive a reply.

All is not yet lost for American science. Lawmakers have already made clear that they do not intend to approve Trump's full requested cuts at the NIH, NSF, and NASA. Those agencies will still have access to tens of billions of dollars in federal funds next year--and blue-state attorneys general have won back some of this year's canceled grants in court. Research institutions still have some fight left in them; some are suing the administration for executive overreach. Universities in red states are hoping that their governors will soon summon the courage to take a stand on their behalf. "Politically speaking, it's one thing to shut down research at Harvard," Steven Shapin, a science historian at the school, told me. "It's another thing to shut down the University of Arkansas."

The U.S. government doesn't bankroll all of American scientific research. Philanthropists and private companies support some of it, and will continue to. The U.S. shouldn't face the kind of rapid collapse that occurred in the Soviet Union, where no robust private sector existed to absorb scientists. But even corporations with large R&D budgets don't typically fund open-ended inquiry into fundamental scientific questions. With the possible exception of Bell Labs in its heyday, they focus on projects that have immediate commercial promise. Their shareholders would riot if they dumped $10 billion into a space telescope or particle collider that takes decades to build and generates little revenue.

A privatized system of American science will be distorted toward short-term work, and people who want to run longer-term experiments with more expensive facilities will go elsewhere. "American science could lose a whole generation," Shapin said. "Young people are already starting to get the message that science isn't as valued as it once was."

If the U.S. is no longer the world's technoscientific superpower, it will almost certainly suffer for the change. America's technology sector might lose its creativity. But science itself, in the global sense, will be fine. The deep human curiosities that drive it do not belong to any nation-state. An American abdication will only hurt America, Shapin said. Science might further decentralize into a multipolar order like the one that held during the 19th century, when the British, French, and Germans vied for technical supremacy.

Read: 'This is not how we do science, ever'

Or maybe, by the midway point of the 21st century, China will be the world's dominant scientific power, as it was, arguably, a millennium ago. The Chinese have recovered from Mao Zedong's own squandering of expertise during the Cultural Revolution. They have rebuilt their research institutions, and Xi Jinping's government keeps them well funded. China's universities now rank among the world's best, and their scientists routinely publish in Science, Nature, and other top journals. Elite researchers who were born in China and then spent years or even decades in U.S. labs have started to return. What the country can't yet do well is recruit elite foreign scientists, who by dint of their vocation tend to value freedom of speech.

Whatever happens next, existing knowledge is unlikely to be lost, at least not en masse. Humans are better at preserving it now, even amid the rise and fall of civilizations. Things used to be more touch-and-go: The Greek model of the cosmos might have been forgotten, and the Copernican revolution greatly delayed, had Islamic scribes not secured it in Baghdad's House of Wisdom. But books and journals are now stored in a network of libraries and data centers that stretches across all seven continents, and machine translation has made them understandable by any scientist, anywhere. Nature's secrets will continue to be uncovered, even if Americans aren't the ones who see them first.

In 1990, Roald Sagdeev moved to America. He found leaving the Soviet Union difficult. His two brothers lived not far from his house in Moscow, and when he said goodbye to them, he worried that it would be for the last time. Sagdeev thought about going to Europe, but the U.S. seemed more promising. He'd met many Americans on diplomatic visits there, including his future wife. He'd befriended others while helping to run the Soviet half of the Apollo-Soyuz missions. When Carl Sagan visited the Soviet Space Research Institute in Moscow, Sagdeev had shown him around, and the two remained close.

To avoid arousing the suspicions of the Soviet authorities, Sagdeev flew to Hungary first, and only once he was safely there did he book a ticket to the U.S. He accepted a professorship at the University of Maryland and settled in Washington, D.C. It took him years to ride out the culture shock. He still remembers being pulled over for a traffic infraction, and mistakenly presenting his Soviet ID card.

American science is what ultimately won Sagdeev over to his new home. He was awestruck by the ambition of the U.S. research agenda, and he liked that it was backed by real money. He appreciated that scientists could move freely between institutions, and didn't have to grovel before party leaders to get funding. But when I last spoke with Sagdeev, on July 4, he was feeling melancholy about the state of American science. Once again, he is watching a great scientific power in decline. He has read about the proposed funding cuts in the newspaper. He has heard about a group of researchers who are planning to leave the country. Sagdeev is 92 years old, and has no plans to join them. But as an American, it pains him to see them go.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/science/archive/2025/07/science-empire-america-decline/683711/?utm_source=feed
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How NASA Engineered Its Own Decline

The agency once projected America's loftiest ideals. Then it ceded its ambitions to Elon Musk.

by Franklin Foer




In the beginning, there was the name. A prophet guided Errol Musk to bestow it on his eldest son, or so he claimed. The seer was Wernher von Braun, a German engineer and an inspiration for Stanley Kubrick's Dr. Strangelove. Though von Braun had built missiles for Hitler and used concentration-camp prisoners for manual labor, the U.S. government recruited him, and eventually brought him to a base in Alabama and tasked him with sending men into orbit, then to the moon.

Von Braun had always dreamed of venturing deeper into the galaxy. Back in 1949, before he emerged as the godfather of the American space program, he spilled his fantasies onto the page, in a novel titled Project Mars. He described how a new form of government would take hold on the red planet: a technocracy capable of the biggest and boldest things. At the helm of this Martian state would sit a supreme leader, known as the Elon.

Whatever the truth of this origin story, Elon Musk has seized on von Braun's prophecy as his destiny. Since the founding of SpaceX in 2002, his business decisions and political calculations have been made with a transcendent goal in mind: the moment when he carries the human species to a new homeland, a planet millions of miles away, where colonists will be insulated from the ravages of nuclear war, climate change, malevolent AI, and all the unforeseen disasters that will inevitably crush life on Earth. Far away from the old, broken planet, a libertarian utopia will flourish, under the beneficent sway of the Elon.

This sense of destiny led Musk on October 5, 2024, to a Trump rally in western Pennsylvania. Wearing a gray T-shirt bearing the slogan OCCUPY MARS, Musk told the crowd that Trump "must win to preserve democracy in America." Thanks to their alliance, Musk briefly achieved powers that few unelected Americans have ever possessed. As the head of the Department of Government Efficiency, he demolished large swaths of the federal government and began to remake the infrastructure of the state. For a few erratic months, he assumed the role of the terrestrial Elon.

Five months into Trump's second term, Musk's inflated sense of his place in history clashed with the ego of his benefactor, the relationship ruptured, and each man threatened to ruin the other. Musk vowed that his spaceships would no longer carry Americans, or the supplies that sustain them, to the International Space Station. Trump threatened SpaceX's federal contracts, reportedly worth $22 billion. Weeks later, they were still bludgeoning each other. In July, Trump mused that he might deport the South African-born Musk, who in turn impishly announced that he would bankroll a new third party.

Both men are likely bluffing. Musk still needs the U.S. government to fund his grand designs. And the U.S. government very much needs Elon Musk.

Last year, 95 percent of the rockets launched in the United States were launched by SpaceX. NASA was a mere passenger. Musk has crowded low Earth orbit with satellites (nearly 8,000) that are becoming indispensable to the military's capacity to communicate and the government's surveillance of hostile powers. Even if Trump had pushed to dislodge Musk, he couldn't. No rival could readily replace the services his companies provide.

Read: American spaceflight is now in Elon Musk's hands

That Musk has superseded NASA is a very American parable. A generation ago, NASA was the crown jewel of the U.S. government. It was created in 1958 to demonstrate the superiority of the American way of life, and it succeeded brilliantly. In the course of landing humans on the lunar surface, NASA became the symbol of America's competence and swagger, of how it--alone among the nations of the Earth--inhabited the future. NASA's astronauts were 20th-century cowboys, admired in corners of the world that usually abhorred Americans. The Apollo crews traveled to the heavens on behalf of "all mankind," a phrase that appeared both in the act that created NASA and on the plaque left on the moon by Apollo 11. Even NASA's engineers, with their skinny ties and rolled-up sleeves, became the stuff of Hollywood legend.


The rocket pioneer Wernher von Braun. In his novel, Project Mars, he imagined humans traveling to the red planet. (Evening Standard / Getty)



NASA was born at the height of liberalism's faith in government, and its demise tracks the decline of that faith. As the United States lost confidence in its ability to accomplish great things, it turned to Musk as a potential savior, and ultimately surrendered to him. This isn't an instance of crony capitalism, but a tale about well-meaning administrations, of both parties, pursuing grandiose ambitions without the vision, competence, or funding to realize them.

If the highest goal of policy is efficiency, then all the money that the government has spent on SpaceX makes sense. Even the company's most vituperative detractors acknowledge its engineering genius and applaud its success in driving down launch expenses (unlike many defense contractors, SpaceX largely eats the cost of its failures). But in the course of bolstering Musk, in privatizing a public good, the government has allowed one billionaire to hold excessive sway. With the flick of a switch, he now has the power to shut down constellations of satellites, to isolate a nation, to hobble the operations of an entire army.

Because of Musk's indispensability, his values have come to dominate America's aspirations in space, draining the lyricism from the old NASA mission. Space was once a realm of cooperation, beyond commercial interests and military pursuits. Now it is the site of military brinkmanship and a source of raw materials that nations hope to plunder. The humanistic pursuit of the mysteries of the universe has been replaced by an obsession with rocket power. Musk wants to use his influence to impose the improbable endeavor of Mars colonization on the nation, enriching him as it depletes its own coffers. In the vacuum left by a nation's faded ambitions, Musk's delusions of destiny have taken hold.

NASA's golden age emerged from fiasco.

John F. Kennedy campaigned for president promising a "New Frontier," but he didn't really care about satellites or astronauts. Just before he launched his campaign, he confided to one scientist over drinks in Boston that he considered rockets a waste of money. A few years later, during a conversation recorded in the White House, he flatly admitted, "I'm not that interested in space."

But by the third month of his presidency, Kennedy was drowning in humiliation. On April 12, 1961, the Soviets hurled the cosmonaut Yuri Gagarin--or Gaga, as the international press adoringly called him--into orbit for 108 minutes, the first human to journey into the beyond. The New York Times hailed it as evidence of "Soviet superiority." The impression of American incompetence deepened five days later, when a CIA-backed army of exiles botched an invasion of Cuba, a misadventure immortalized as the Bay of Pigs.

In his desperation to redirect the narrative, Kennedy abruptly became an enthusiast for the most ambitious plan sitting on NASA's shelf. On April 21, shortly after his proxy army surrendered to the Communists, Kennedy suffered a bruising press conference. In response to a question about the relative inferiority of the American space program, he riffed, "If we can get to the moon before the Russians, then we should."


The Soviet cosmonaut Yuri Gagarin on his way to becoming the first man to orbit the Earth (Bettmann / Getty)



A month later, Kennedy delivered an address to a joint session of Congress that more formally launched the Apollo program. Even then, he did so harboring private doubts about the price tag, perhaps stoked by the fact that his own father considered his promise to land an astronaut on the lunar surface by 1970 an appalling act of profligacy. Joe Kennedy fumed, "Damn it, I taught Jack better than that."

When Kennedy voiced his ambitions, he stumbled into tautology: "We choose to go to the moon in this decade and do the other things, not because they are easy, but because they are hard, because that goal will serve to organize and measure the best of our energies and skills." He charged the American government with executing an engineering task more difficult than any other in human history, for no higher reason than to prove that it could be done. That was the animating spirit of "New Frontier" liberalism.

From the vantage of the present--when public faith in government is threadbare--it is staggering to consider the heedless investment Americans allowed Washington to make in a project with little tangible payoff, beyond the pursuit of global prestige in its zero-sum contest with the Soviet Union. At its peak, Apollo employed a workforce of about 400,000. The lunar program cost an astonishing $28 billion, somewhere north of $300 billion in today's dollars.

On Kennedy's own terms, Apollo was a world-historic triumph. The legendary NASA chief James Webb and his deputies helped create a whole new philosophy for running immense organizations: systems management. NASA simultaneously micromanaged its engineers--knowing that an unwanted speck of dust could trigger catastrophe--while giving them wide latitude to innovate. Complex flowcharts helped coordinate the work of dozens of teams across academia, corporations, and government laboratories. Despite using untested technologies, NASA achieved a near-perfect safety record, marred only by the 1967 fire that killed three astronauts in their capsule as they prepared for the first crewed Apollo mission. Even then, NASA's relentless culture kept pushing toward its goal.

Unlike the Soviets, who attempted to dictate public perceptions by manically managing the images of their exploits, NASA made the risky decision to allow its project to unfurl on live television. The Apollo voyages made for the most gripping viewing in the history of the medium. By one estimate, a fifth of the planet watched Neil Armstrong's moonwalk live, an especially astonishing number given the limited global reach of television in 1969.

The space program then was a projection of prowess and self-confidence. "Space was the platform from which the social revolution of the 1960s was launched," Lyndon B. Johnson wrote in his memoir. "If we could send a man to the moon, we knew we should be able to send a poor boy to school and to provide decent medical care for the aged." Apollo was a model for planned social change and technocratic governance--the prototype for tomorrow.

The savviest bureaucrats are hitmakers. Years before Armstrong planted the American flag on the moon, NASA had begun prepping plans for a sequel to Apollo. Only after the enchanted moment of the lunar touchdown did the agency meet with Vice President Spiro Agnew to unveil the next phase of America's future in space. On August 4, 1969, 15 days after Armstrong's giant leap, NASA pitched the Nixon administration on its vision of sending humans to Mars.

To nail the presentation, NASA brought von Braun, its most celebrated engineer, to do the talking. After all, they were selling the vision he had sketched in his novel decades earlier. By 1982, NASA said, it hoped to land on Mars in two nuclear-powered planetary vehicles, each carrying six crew members.

But in NASA's moment of glory, von Braun and his colleagues couldn't restrain themselves. They added items to their wish list: a lunar base, a space station, and a shuttle that would transport humans. Pandering before the ego that NASA needed most in order to realize its request, von Braun said he wanted to send Richard Nixon into orbit as part of the nation's celebration of its bicentennial, in 1976.

Agnew loved it. Nixon did not. He must have despised the thought of shoveling so much money into a program so closely associated with the blessed memory of his old nemesis John Kennedy. Besides, the moment of boundless technocracy was over, doomed by deficits and a sharp swerve in the public mood. During the unending debacle of Vietnam, the public had lost faith in grand ventures dreamed up by whiz kids. Meanwhile, civil-rights leaders railed against the diversion of major expenditures away from social programs. The sociologist Amitai Etzioni popularized a term that captured the rising sourness: moon-doggle.

At a moment when Nixon was hoping to retrench, NASA proposed a program with an annual cost that would eventually rise to $10 billion, carried out over more than a decade--an expense far greater than Apollo's. Von Braun and his colleagues had badly misread the room.


President Richard Nixon and the Apollo 13 crewmen on April 18, 1970. Nixon took a dim view of funding a trip to Mars. (Heritage Images / Getty)



In the end, Nixon agreed to give NASA an annual budget of just over $3 billion, and he scythed away every component of the plan except for the space station and the space shuttle, which was a reusable system that promised to limit the costs of space travel. But a shuttle traveling where? As Apollo wrapped up its final missions--and even three of those were canceled--NASA no longer had a clear destination.

Many of the leaders who carried the agency through the space race, including von Braun, began to depart for the private sector. During Apollo, government engineers had been omnipresent, stationed in the factories of its contractors; they mastered details. That changed in the shuttle era, with its constricted budgets and diminished expectations. Instead of micromanaging contractors, NASA began to defer to them, giving aerospace corporations greater sway over vessel design. In fact, it allowed them to own the underlying intellectual property for the vehicles and their component parts.

Because the contractors understood the minutiae and they didn't, NASA officials grew reluctant to push for innovations, paralyzed by the fear that they might be blamed for a contractor's mistake. A bureaucratic mindset took hold, first slowly, and then more dramatically after the Challenger disaster, in 1986. Freeman Dyson, the visionary astrophysicist, drew a devastating distinction between the "paper NASA," largely a figment of memory and pop culture, and the "real NASA," the sclerotic organization that rose in its place. Those criticisms were both legitimate and somewhat unfair; in the shadow of crewed spaceflight, which garnered attention and prestige, NASA pursued advances in robotics and astrophysics, such as the Galileo mission to Jupiter. But without a human on board, those accomplishments lacked the romance of NASA's golden age.

In the summer of 2001, Elon Musk sat in a Manhattan hotel room, fired up his laptop, and browsed NASA.gov. He had just returned from a party on Long Island. On the ride home, he'd told a friend, "I've always wanted to do something in space, but I don't think there's anything that an individual can do."

Musk was plenty rich and plenty bored. After a short stint as the CEO of the company that became PayPal, he was ousted by its board, although he remained its largest shareholder. He had bought a Czechoslovakian military jet, which he'd spent hundreds of hours flying, but that hardly held his attention. He was in search of his next thing.

Musk grew up a fan of science fiction, steeped in the extraterrestrial fantasies of Isaac Asimov and Robert Heinlein. The reality of space exploration, however, wasn't a subject that he'd studied closely, until he scanned NASA's site and had a revelation.

He assumed that he would read about impending missions to Mars. "I figured it had to be soon, because we went to the moon in 1969, so we must be about to go to Mars," he told the biographer Walter Isaacson. But no such plan existed, so he decided that it was his mission to push humanity forward.

The thought made Musk something of a cliche. Space is a magnet for rich dilettantes and--more than a sports car or yacht--the ultimate expression of wealth and power. Because space travel is ingrained in our culture as the hardest human endeavor, demanding immense resources, it commands cultural respect. For Musk--who had been bullied by both his schoolmates and his father--space offered the possibility of seizing the world by the lapels and announcing his greatness. A classic revenge fantasy.

Musk wasn't wrong about the diminished state of NASA. Remarking on the grim persistence of the space-shuttle program, Neil deGrasse Tyson said that NASA's flagship vessel "boldly went where man had gone hundreds of times before"--135 times, to be precise. These missions were essential to the construction of the Hubble Space Telescope and the International Space Station, but never ventured beyond the familiar confines of low Earth orbit. Even as Russia was losing the Cold War, it was winning the final chapters of the space race, fielding a program that was better conceived and more active. Indeed, when Musk first pondered launching rockets, he went to Russia in hope of buying used ones; this entailed sitting through vodka-drenched meals with apparatchiks hoping to bilk him. In the end, he concluded that it was cheaper to make his own. In 2002, he founded SpaceX.

Musk was a salesman, determined to make Washington turn its head--and sink cash into his start-up, housed in a suburban-Los Angeles warehouse, which was just beginning to cobble together its first rockets. In 2003, he trucked a seven-story rocket to D.C. and parked it outside the Air and Space Museum on the National Mall. Soon enough, the Air Force and the Defense Advanced Research Projects Agency gave him several million dollars to help grow SpaceX. In 2006, NASA awarded him $278 million for the first installment of a new program called Commercial Orbital Transportation Services. He received these grants even though SpaceX hadn't successfully launched a rocket. (Musk and the company did not respond to a request for comment for this story.)

For years, NASA had leaned on the same old set of big contractors: Northrop Grumman, Rockwell, Boeing. These were stodgy firms, anchors in the military-industrial complex, codependent on the government, with their own bureaucracies. Their projects tended to swell in cost and underperform. NASA officials knew these organization's failings and were desperate to reverse them. The shuttle program was scheduled for imminent retirement, but what would replace it? There was still a space station floating in low Earth orbit, with astronauts awaiting resupply.

At the dawn of the 21st century, disruption was the magic word, incanted by investors and fetishized in the media. It was only a matter of time before the government began chasing the same trendy idea, betting that a new group of entrepreneurs would arrive on the scene to create companies that would shatter all the old models.

In 2010, Barack Obama canceled Constellation, George W. Bush's program for returning to the moon. NASA was getting out of the business of owning spaceships and rockets--instead, it would rent ones owned by private firms. When Obama visited the Kennedy Space Center to announce this change in direction, he viewed one of Musk's Falcon 9 rockets, which was sitting on a launchpad. Photographers captured the young president and the budding billionaire strolling together, a passing of the torch to Musk.

Although he isn't usually generous with sharing credit for his successes, even Musk admits that the Obama administration rescued SpaceX. Burning through cash and crashing test rockets, his company was nearing collapse. But the change in policy opened a reservoir of funds for him. At SpaceX's bleakest moment, which Musk also describes as "the worst year of my life," NASA awarded it a $1.6 billion contract to carry cargo to the International Space Station. In his state of relief and jubilation, Musk changed his computer password to "ilovenasa."

Of all the emerging firms in the age of commercial spaceflight, SpaceX was the most deserving of success. Musk had an eye for engineering talent, and he preached an audacious vision, which attracted young idealists. Impatient, he questioned truisms and cut costs with unrelenting intensity, even if it meant buying a tool on eBay to align a rocket.

Despite its strengths, SpaceX couldn't triumph in this new age, because the idea of commercialization was inherently flawed. There wasn't a market for rocket launches, asteroid mining, or spacesuit design. For his very expensive product, there was one customer, with a limited budget: the U.S. government. That realization ultimately prodded Musk into another line of business. In 2015, he created Starlink. His rockets would launch satellites into orbit to supply Earth with internet service, a far more lucrative business.

Starlink turned SpaceX into a behemoth. Because SpaceX was constantly launching rockets--and not just for NASA--it kept gaining invaluable new data and insights, which allowed it to produce cheaper, better rockets. Because nothing is more exciting to an engineer than actually launching things, the company drained talent from its competition.

Musk's goal wasn't to achieve the banal status of monopolist. "The lens of getting to Mars has motivated every SpaceX decision," Musk told Isaacson. When he created Starlink, he did so because it would supply him with the capital to build rockets powerful enough to carry humanity to Mars.

Musk, who describes himself as a "cultural Christian," is not an especially religious person. But his imagination is fixed on the end of days--the possibility of an "extinction event"--because his childhood experiences push his adult anxieties in the direction of the catastrophic. In South Africa, he came of age amid the decaying of the apartheid state, which had once promised to safeguard his racial caste. His family, like his society, was fracturing. When he was 8, his parents divorced. He now recalls his father as a monstrous figure. "Almost every evil thing you could possibly think of, he has done," Musk once told Rolling Stone. (Errol Musk told Rolling Stone that "he has never intentionally threatened or hurt anyone," and later said that his son's comments were about their political differences at the time.)

Given this turbulence--and the paucity of reliable authority in his early life--it's hardly surprising that Musk would fear the worst. He found refuge from the world's harsh realities in the pages of sci-fi novels. But visions of apocalypse are the genre's elemental motif, and the fiction he devoured often magnified his dread.

Musk sought out works that offered both cause for despair and a vision of transcendence. Those Asimov novels featured hyperrational heroes, many of them engineers, who saved humanity by building space colonies where civilization could begin anew. Musk borrowed his self-conception from these protagonists.

From an early age, the colonization of Mars became Musk's idee fixe. At various points, he has described his companies as contributing to that overarching mission. Tesla's Cybertrucks are vehicles that could be adapted to traverse the Martian terrain; its solar panels, a potential energy source for a future colony. He has even reportedly claimed that his social-media platform, X, could serve as an experiment in decentralized governance--testing how a Martian outpost might use consensus as the basis for lawmaking, because he envisions a minimalist government on the red planet.

At SpaceX, Musk's employees have begun sketching the contours of life on Mars. One team is designing housing and communal spaces; Musk has already named the first Martian city Terminus, after a planetary colony in Asimov's novels. Other teams are developing spacesuits tailored to the planet's harsh environment and exploring the feasibility of human reproduction there. (When The New York Times reported on these teams, Musk denied their existence.)

No engineering challenge in human history rivals the audacity of making Mars a place humans can call home. Gwynne Shotwell, SpaceX's president and chief operating officer, calls it a "fixer-upper" planet, a hilarious understatement. Mars's atmosphere is 95 percent carbon dioxide and laced with nitrogen, among other elements and a smattering of toxins. Temperatures can plunge to -225 degrees Fahrenheit. My colleague Ross Andersen once memorably described what would happen to a human body on Mars: "If you were to stroll onto its surface without a spacesuit, your eyes and skin would peel away like sheets of burning paper, and your blood would turn to steam, killing you within 30 seconds." Even with a suit, protection would be tenuous: Cosmic radiation would seep through, and Martian dust storms--filled with abrasive, electrically charged particles--could bypass seams and seals.

Read: To get to Mars, NASA might finally need to hire explorers

These impossible conditions are compounded by Mars's distance from Earth. Launches are feasible only about once every 26 months, when the planets' orbits align to minimize travel time and fuel requirements. Even then, it takes roughly eight months for a spacecraft to reach Mars, making it exceedingly difficult to resupply a colony or rescue its inhabitants.

When challenged about these mortal dangers, Musk is disarmingly relaxed, and has said that he himself would make the journey. "People will probably die along the way, just as happened in the settling of the United States," he told Isaacson. "But it will be incredibly inspiring, and we must have inspiring things in the world."


A SpaceX Falcon 9 rocket lifts off from Launch Complex 39A at the Kennedy Space Center in March 2025. (Manuel Mazzanti / NurPhoto / AP)



To warm the planet, he proposes detonating nuclear bombs over Mars's poles, which he claims could induce a greenhouse effect--an idea he relishes, perhaps as a troll. SpaceX once sold T-shirts bearing the slogan Nuke Mars. According to a top scientist at the Russian space agency, Roscosmos, it would take more than 10,000 nuclear-tipped missiles to carry out Musk's plan. Even Wernher von Braun's fictional doppelganger, Dr. Strangelove, might have winced at such breezy talk of thermonuclear explosions.

President Kennedy was also willing to take absurd risks in pursuit of cosmic ambition, invoking the Cold War imperative to "bear any burden." But he did so to demonstrate national greatness. Musk is seeking to spend trillions--and risk human lives--to demonstrate his own. Because his reality emerges from fiction, Musk is untethered from any sense of earthly constraints. His sense of his own role in the plot emerges from his desire to leap into myth.

Musk's fixation on Mars also functions as a kind of ancestor worship, echoing a family mythology of flight from decline. In 1950, his grandfather Joshua Haldeman left Canada for South Africa in search of a freer society--one he believed could withstand the collapse of Western civilization. Haldeman's doomsday rhetoric railed against Jewish bankers and "hordes of Coloured people," whom he claimed were being manipulated to destroy "White Christian Civilization." In the rise of apartheid, he saw not repression but redemption, a last stand for the values he held sacred.

Read: Elon Musk's anti-Semitic, apartheid-loving grandfather

Like his grandfather, Musk is obsessed with staving off civilizational collapse. He does not voice his fears in openly racist terms--instead framing them in the language of freedom and survival--but he is fixated on the notion of a gene pool with diminishing intelligence. "If each successive generation of smart people has fewer kids, that's probably bad," he told the biographer Ashlee Vance. His rhetoric is provocative, but slippery enough to avoid outright extremism.

Over years of statements, social-media posts, and interviews, however, a pattern has emerged: Musk sees Mars not merely as a lifeboat but as a laboratory--an opportunity to reengineer humanity. On a new planet, far from Earth's chaos and constraint, he imagines a society remade in his own image.

This belief is rooted in a kind of technological social Darwinism, the idea that evolution can be steered, or even upgraded, by engineering. It's how he describes an animating premise of Neuralink, the company he co-founded that is developing brain-computer interfaces that aim to merge human cognition with machines and effectively create a species of cyborgs.

The same spirit infuses Musk's obsession with procreation, and he's doing his part. He now has at least 14 children, by The Wall Street Journal 's count, with four biological mothers. In his worldview, apocalypse and salvation converge: Either we become a race of engineered brilliance, or we vanish, and Mars is the greatest opportunity for remaking humanity. In a sense, it follows a classic pattern of migration. The bold depart in search of opportunity, while those who remain face extinction. Survival becomes a test of worth. Those who stay behind will, by their inaction, mark themselves as unfit for the future.

Once settlers arrive on Mars, Musk has suggested that life forms--possibly including humans--might be bioengineered to survive the planet's harsh environment. In one interview, he noted that humanity has long shaped organisms "by sort of selective breeding." Humans, he intimated, could be bred like cows. He's reportedly prepared to supply his own genetic material to the effort. Sources told the Times that Musk has offered to donate his sperm to help seed a Martian colony (which Musk later denied).

Using a concept borrowed from Asimov's fiction, Musk says that Martian colonists will serve as "the light of consciousness." They are humanity's last hope, the counterweight to a dark age that could follow Earth's destruction. But what's dark is his vision of abandoning Earth and investing the species' faith in a self-selected elite, one that mirrors Musk's own values, and perhaps even his traits. The idea is megalomaniacal, and is the antithesis of the old NASA ideal: for all mankind.

In the earliest hours of a spring morning, I drove across a Florida causeway, through a nature reserve filled with alligators and wild boars, to hallowed ground: Launch Complex 39A, once a stage for NASA's majesty.

More than half a century ago, Apollo 11 began its ascent to the moon here. During the space race, it was perhaps the most exciting place on the planet, poised between glory and disaster: 11 Apollo missions lifted off from here, followed by 82 space-shuttle launches. NASA framed 39A for the television era: an enormous American flag fluttering at one end of the horizon, a giant digital countdown clock at the other. Even now, a weathered CBS News sign hangs on a small cinder-block building with a perfect view of the site--the same spot where Walter Cronkite once narrated liftoffs in his authoritative baritone.

By 2013, the launchpad had become an expensive, unused relic, but because of its presence on the National Register of Historic Places, it couldn't be torn down. Musk coveted the site, as did his longtime competitor, Jeff Bezos. But at the time, Bezos didn't have a rocket capable of flying from 39A. SpaceX won the rights to lease the launchpad for the next 20 years. The old theater of American dreams now belonged to Musk.

I arrived at 39A to watch the launch of Falcon 9--SpaceX's workhorse rocket, the height of a 20-story building--which would help deliver cargo to the International Space Station, circling in low Earth orbit. There's no alternative to the Falcon 9, and there's no rival to SpaceX. For the time being, the company is the only domestic entity, public or private, with the capacity to deliver crew and cargo to the space station.

Lyndon Johnson once said that "control of space means control of the world." In his day, space was a way to project national strength to a global audience through displays of technical superiority. Today, it has become a domain of warfare, alongside land, sea, and air. Modern combat operations rely on space-based systems that guide munitions, coordinate communications, and spy on adversaries. Without dominance in orbit, terrestrial forces would be deaf, blind, and largely immobile. In 2019, then, the Pentagon created the Space Force as the sixth branch of the military.

If space is power, then Musk's role is badly understated. It's no longer accurate to call him merely the world's richest earthling. The United States is now dependent on him in its quest to command space. Through its Starshield division, SpaceX provides space-based communication for the U.S. armed forces; its satellites can reportedly track hypersonic and ballistic missiles and extend the government's surveillance reach to nearly every corner of the globe. In April, the Space Force awarded SpaceX a majority of its contracts for a batch of national-security missions over the coming years.

Some of this work involves agencies such as the National Reconnaissance Office, placing it within the penumbra of classification. The true extent of the government's reliance on SpaceX is largely obscured, rarely scrutinized, and only loosely regulated. Yet the dependency is undeniable. If Musk were to withhold support--out of principle, pique, or profit motive--the government could find itself stranded. None of SpaceX's competitors yet possesses the capability to replace it. (A Space Force spokesperson said that it relies on "a number of industry partners," including SpaceX, and continues to seek "to broaden the diversity of potential vendors," adding that the Department of Defense "exercises rigorous oversight" of its contracts. The spokesperson also denied claims that SpaceX's satellites track missiles.)

The war in Ukraine has offered a chilling glimpse of the risks posed by Musk's role as interstellar gatekeeper. In the early days of the invasion, SpaceX rushed to supply Ukraine with Starlink terminals, helping to replace communications systems debilitated by Russian cyberattacks and advancing troops. It was a noble gesture and a strategic boon. Ukrainian forces, empowered by the new technology, coordinated scrappy, asymmetrical tactics that blunted Russian advances.

But Musk's commitment soon wavered. In September 2022, SpaceX denied a Ukrainian request to extend Starlink coverage to Crimea, effectively blocking a planned strike on Russian naval forces in Sevastopol. (Starting that fall, Musk began speaking with Vladimir Putin at length, according to the Journal, troubling the U.S. intelligence community.) In the months that followed, the company imposed new geographic limits on Starlink's use, restricting its application in areas where Ukraine might otherwise target Russia's vulnerabilities. Musk framed the move as an act of prudent restraint that would help avert World War III. But it also exposed an unsettling reality: Ukraine's battlefield operations were subject to the discretion of a single person. "My Starlink system is the backbone of the Ukrainian army," he posted on X. "Their entire front line would collapse if I turned it off."

Musk's preeminence marks a profound shift in the history of American political economy. During the Cold War, the military-industrial complex was driven by corporations that operated as handmaidens to the state. They had outsize influence, but remained largely bureaucratic, gray-flannel institutions--cogs in a sprawling, profitable machine. Musk is different. Years of hagiographic media coverage and his immense social-media reach birthed legions of fanboys and nurtured a cult of personality. His achievements command awe.




In the damp Florida night, I stood on a sandbank and trained my eyes on Launch Complex 39A as the countdown clock ticked toward zero. And then, without the benefit of Cronkite's narration, I watched the Falcon 9 violently part the darkness, with a payload bound for the space station. A few minutes later, a light appeared in the sky: The reusable rocket was returning home. Majestic and imperious, it cast a warm glow over the palm trees.

For a moment this spring, Musk's grand ambitions seemed like they might buckle. In Washington, it had long been assumed that Musk and Trump would turn on each other. When it finally happened, the spark, fittingly, was NASA. Musk had pushed to install his friend Jared Isaacman as head of the agency--a move that stank of cronyism. In 2021, Isaacman, a tech entrepreneur, had paid SpaceX millions to chase a childhood dream of flying to space. That deal soon led to a friendship, and eventually, his company owning a stake in SpaceX itself.

Read: MAGA goes to Mars

When Trump soured on Musk, he struck where it hurt most. Annoyed after learning of Isaacman's past donations to Democratic campaigns, the president withdrew the nomination on May 31. Musk received the move as one in a string of betrayals and erupted online, warning that the Jeffrey Epstein files would implicate Trump and that the president's spending bill was a "disgusting abomination." The clash soon shifted to space. Musk threatened to decommission the spacecraft resupplying the International Space Station; Trump blustered that he would order a review of SpaceX's government contracts.

Yet for all the rancor, there is no sign that SpaceX has actually suffered. Trump and Musk have dismembered the federal bureaucracy, but its old tendencies are still prevailing; the apparatus clings to the vendors that have delivered results. Even as Trump raged, Washington's dependence on Musk was growing. In June, a Space Force commander said that SpaceX will play a crucial part in the MILNET program, a new constellation of 480-plus satellites. Reportedly, the Pentagon will pay for it; the intelligence community will oversee it; Musk will run it.

In its proposed 2026 budget, the Trump administration moved to bankroll Musk's deeper ambitions, albeit with a fraction of the gargantuan sum required. Trump has proposed spending $1 billion to accelerate a mission to Mars and fund the design of spacesuits, landing systems, and other technologies that would make a voyage feasible.

The money spent on human space exploration will be pried from NASA's other programs, even as the agency's total budget is set to shrink by nearly 25 percent and its workforce by one-third. To fulfill Musk's cosmic destiny, the administration is gutting NASA's broader scientific mission--the thing that NASA does best. (When asked about this shift, a NASA spokesperson described "leading the way in human exploration of our solar system" as the agency's "core mission," and added that it is "contributing to a competitive market that will increase commercial innovation.") Human spaceflight has floundered for decades, haunted by its inability to replicate its greatest achievements and whipsawed by changing presidential priorities. And the importance of astronauts to the enterprise of exploration, which was always questionable, has further diminished as the quality of robots has improved.

At the same time, and without attracting the same kind of fanfare, NASA continues to display extraordinary acumen in science; its research initiatives are arguably the most profound ventures in all of government. They address the greatest mysteries in the universe: How did life begin? Are we alone in the cosmos?

The government--so often viewed as a soul-sapping bureaucracy--has helped supply answers to these most spiritual of questions. In the late 1980s and early '90s, the Cosmic Background Explorer provided empirical support for the Big Bang theory. In 2020, after the OSIRIS-REx probe reached the asteroid Bennu, it collected a sample from a type of primordial projectile thought to have delivered life's building blocks to early Earth. Using the Hubble Space Telescope, NASA helped determine the age of the universe, affirmed the existence of dark energy, and extended humanity's gaze into distant galaxies and black holes. By capturing light from galaxies as they existed more than 13 billion years ago, one of NASA's telescopes has effectively peered into the universe's distant past.

For all of Musk's mockery of NASA's supposed lack of ambition, the agency had already mounted a daring campaign to explore Mars--albeit with robots, not settlers. Over the decades, it sent a fleet of rovers (Spirit, Opportunity, Curiosity, Perseverance) to wander the plains of the red planet, drilling into rock and searching for ancient traces of water and life.

NASA's lenses point inward as well as outward. Its satellites have documented the melting of the polar ice caps and the destruction of forests, alerting humanity to the planet's precarity. Unlike the technological spin-offs NASA often touts to Congress to justify its existence, these discoveries aren't fleeting breakthroughs in applied engineering. They are the path to humanity's self-knowledge--discoveries that private firms will never pursue, because their value can't be monetized.

Put differently, Trump's budget is a cultural document. It reflects a shift in public values. Not so long ago, the astronomer Carl Sagan shaped how Americans thought about space. He did so through elegant books and his television series, Cosmos, which reached an estimated 500 million viewers worldwide. At its core, his project was to extol the virtues of the scientific method, which requires and promotes skepticism and humility--a way of thinking that could help society resist the lure of authoritarianism. He exuded wonder, a value he hoped to cultivate in Americans, and harkened back to the humanism of the Enlightenment, which was unfussy about the boundaries between philosophy and science.

Every time I see Musk, I think of Sagan--because Musk is his opposite. He is a creature not of science but of engineering. He owes his fortune to the brute force of his rockets, and the awe they inspire. There's nothing humble about his manner. Rather than celebrate the fragile, improvised nature of human existence, Musk seeks to optimize or overwrite it--in the name of evolution, in pursuit of profit, in the vainglorious fulfillment of his adolescent fantasies. Where Sagan envisioned cooperation, Musk embodies the triumph of the individual. Where Sagan cautioned against the unintended consequences of technology, Musk charges headlong into the next disruption. That rush will eventually sweep away many of the old strictures confining him.

For more than 50 years, the U.S. government has mulled missions to Mars and never mustered the political will to fund one. Elon Musk is doing just that. SpaceX is planning to launch its first uncrewed mission to Mars--neither funded nor formally sanctioned by NASA--in late 2026, timed for planetary alignment.

Musk himself pegs the odds of hitting that 2026 window at 50-50. His history of theatrics and unmet deadlines suggests that those odds may be overstated. But this is more than bluster. He is building the most powerful rocket in human history, testing it at a relentless pace, and forcing it toward viability through sheer will. However speculative his timelines, they point to a plausible destination: the day when Musk escapes the gravitational pull of the U.S. government.

The story of Elon Musk can be told using the genre of fiction that he reveres most. In an act of hubris, NASA gave life to a creature called SpaceX, believing it could help achieve humanity's loftiest ambitions. But, as in all great parables about technology, the creation eclipsed the creator. What was meant to be a partner became a force of domination. The master lost control. And so begins a new part of the tale: a dystopian chapter written in the language of liberation.



* Lead image sources (clockwise from bottom left): NASA; Corbis / Getty; Gianluigi Guercia / Getty; Bettmann / Getty; Alex Brandon / AP

1 Image sources: NASA; Chip Somodevilla / Getty; Bill Ingalls / NASA / Getty; Jewel Samad / AFP / Getty; Marvin Joseph / The Washington Post / Getty

This article appears in the September 2025 print edition with the headline "The Man Who Ate NASA."
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Should You Sunscreen Your Cat?

Even wild animals' skin can burn, if they're living in unusual conditions.

by Katherine J. Wu




For all of the eons that animal life has existed on Earth, the sun has been there too. And for all of those eons, animal life has had only one solution for intense exposure to the sun: evolution. Some creatures have thick, dark skin that's resistant to UV harm; others sprout fur, scales, or feathers that block the sun's rays. Many fish, reptiles, amphibians, and birds may produce a compound that protects their cells against the sun's damaging effects. Hippos, weirdly, ooze a reddish, mucus-y liquid from their pores that absorbs light before it can destroy their skin. And plenty of creatures have evolved behaviors that take advantage of their environment--rolling around in dirt or mud, simply retreating into the shade.



But certain modern animals have sun problems that natural selection can't easily solve. Some reside at zoos that can't perfectly replicate their habitat; others live at latitudes that their ancestors didn't experience. Others spend too much time sunbathing in a living-room window, or sport sparse or light-colored fur or hair because their domesticators liked the way it looked. For these animals, people have come up with a shorter-term solution: sunscreen.



If, that is, a creature is willing to accept the treatment. Indu, an Asian elephant who lived at the Phoenix Zoo, was game. A few years ago, Heather Wright, one of the zookeepers, noticed the tops of Indu's ears pinking, peeling, and flaking in the summer heat, much like her human keepers' did. So her caretakers picked up some zinc-oxide-based sunblock--specially formulated for sensitive (human) skin--and dabbed it on the elephant. Indu, to be fair, was used to a level of care most wild animals don't enjoy. "We had already been applying lotion," to manage dryness, Wright told me. The elephant knew the drill: Once in the barn, she'd lumber up to a window with an opening for her ear and stick the appendage through.



As far as zoo staff members could tell, the treatment helped. "There's nothing magical" about other animals' skin, Leslie Easterwood, a large-animal veterinarian at Texas A&M University, told me: Bake it in the sun, and it will burn. Scientists have spotted whales suffering from sunburns; cats, dogs, horses--even alpacas, turtles, and penguins--can develop all kinds of skin cancers. Pigs, in particular, "have skin most similar to humans," Mitchell Song, a veterinary dermatologist based in Arizona told me. At Zoo Miami, keepers have spread mud on older, arthritic wild pigs who can't wallow as well as they did in their youth; they've also applied sunscreen to a babirusa, a species of swine native to Indonesia's forests, and to a Kunekune pig, Gwen Myers, the zoo's chief of animal health, told me.

In some sunny places, vets commonly recommend sunscreen for pets and other domesticated creatures, especially light-colored dogs and horses. Steve Valeika, a veterinarian in North Carolina, advises the same for "white cats that go outside." This particular conundrum is one of our own making. "You don't see a lot of white-skinned animals in the wild," Anthea Schick, a veterinary dermatologist in Arizona, told me. Only thanks to generations of selective breeding have they become a frequent presence in and around people's homes.

Of course, to sunscreen your pet, you have to ... sunscreen your pet. Some pet owners, vets told me, are definitely flummoxed by the suggestion: "It's not widely discussed," Schick told me. Vets are more unified in recommending teeth brushing for cats--and most cat owners still just decide they'd rather not. But some animals would certainly benefit from block: Schick told me she's seen her fair share of badly burned dogs, especially after long bouts of sunbathing that scorch their bellies. "We see a lot of sun-induced skin cancers that could be avoided," she said. Pit bulls, Dalmatians, and other short-haired breeds are especially vulnerable; even long-haired white cats are sensitive around their eyes, their nose, and the tips of their ears. And Easterwood estimates that the majority of paint horses, left unprotected, will eventually develop skin issues. Squamous-cell-carcinoma cases make up the majority of her workload: "I see it every single day," she said.



The vets I spoke with generally agreed: Don't bother with sprays, which a lot of animals find annoying or downright terrifying; reapply often, and well; it is way, way, way harder to sunscreen a cat than a dog, though some brave souls manage it. But although some vets recommended human sunscreens, formulated for kids or sensitive skin, others told me they preferred blends marketed for animals. (The FDA has dubbed just one pet sunscreen, made by a company called Epi-Pet and marketed to dogs and horses, "FDA compliant"--not the same as FDA approval, which requires rigorous safety testing.) Several warned against zinc oxide, which can be toxic to animals if ingested in large quantities; others felt that zinc oxide was worth the risk, unless administered to a tongue-bathing cat.



Regardless of the product they're offered, most animals generally aren't as eager as Indu to subject themselves to a human-led sun-protection ritual. And even she was usually plied with a five-gallon bucket of fruits and vegetables while her keepers tended her ears. At Zoo Miami, keeper Madison Chamizo told me she and her colleagues had to spend months training an okapi--an African mammal closely related to a giraffe--to accept caretakers gently scrubbing sunscreen onto her back with a modified Scotch-Brite dishwand, after she lost some patches of hair on her back to a fungal infection. But for creatures in very sunny parts of the world, the alternatives are, essentially, being cooped up indoors, kept away from windows, or wrestled into full-body sunsuits. (Some dogs don't mind; cats, once again, are unlikely to comply.)



And some sun-related problems, sunscreen can't fix. Gary West, the Phoenix Zoo's vet, told me he suspects that UV glare has caused eye inflammation in some of his animals; Myers, in Miami, worries about the sensitive skin around some species' eyes. "They're not really going to wear sunglasses for us," Myers told me. So she and her colleagues have started to wonder: "Gosh, is this an animal that we could put a sun visor on?"




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/science/archive/2025/07/animal-sunscreen/683611/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





    
      
        
          	
            Science | The ...
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            Press Releases | The ...
          
        

      

      News | The Atlantic

      
        
          	
            Science | The ...
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            Press Releases | The ...
          
        

      

    

  
    
      
        
          	
            News | The Atlantic
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            Newsletters | The ...
          
        

      

      Press Releases | The Atlantic

      
        Sally Jenkins to Join <em>The Atlantic</em> as a Staff Writer in September
        The Atlantic

        The renowned sportswriter Sally Jenkins is joining The Atlantic as a staff writer this September, where she will continue her exceptional and deeply sourced reporting. Jenkins has been the lead sports columnist at The Washington Post for the past 25 years.

In a staff announcement, shared below, editor in chief Jeffrey Goldberg writes: "Sally is quite possibly America's greatest living sportswriter--and more generally one of the best feature writers working today. Sally is joining us from The Wash...

      

      
        
          	
            News | The Atlantic
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            Newsletters | The ...
          
        

      

    

  
	
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Sally Jenkins to Join <em>The Atlantic</em> as a Staff Writer in September




Sally Jenkins



The renowned sportswriter Sally Jenkins is joining The Atlantic as a staff writer this September, where she will continue her exceptional and deeply sourced reporting. Jenkins has been the lead sports columnist at The Washington Post for the past 25 years.
 
 In a staff announcement, shared below, editor in chief Jeffrey Goldberg writes: "Sally is quite possibly America's greatest living sportswriter--and more generally one of the best feature writers working today. Sally is joining us from The Washington Post, where she has published years of history-making stories. The Jenkins completists among us--and I know there are many here at The Atlantic--will remember well her fantastic work for Sports Illustrated in its heyday. Anyone who takes a trip through the past three decades of her writing will receive a masterclass in the arts of lede writing, deep reporting, and narrative structure."
 
 Recently announced editorial hires at The Atlantic include staff writers Tom Bartlett, Idrees Kahloon, Tyler Austin Harper, Quinta Jurecic, Jake Lundberg, Toluse Olorunnipa, Alexandra Petri, Vivian Salama, Josh Tyrangiel, Caity Weaver, and Nancy Youssef; and senior editor Drew Goins.

Dear everyone,
 
 I'm writing today to share the tremendous news that one of the legends of American journalism, Sally Jenkins, is joining The Atlantic as a staff writer. Sally is quite possibly America's greatest living sportswriter--and more generally one of the best feature writers working today. Sally is joining us from The Washington Post, where she has published years of history-making stories.
 
 The Jenkins completists among us--and I know there are many here at The Atlantic--will remember well her fantastic work for Sports Illustrated in its heyday. Anyone who takes a trip through the past three decades of her writing will receive a masterclass in the arts of lede writing, deep reporting, and narrative structure.
 
 Her remarkable story about the relationship between Chris Evert and Martina Navratilova is one such example--though Sally's interests are not limited to sports. She has written stop-everything-and-read pieces about a huge range of subjects, including this close study of Hillary Clinton's father, and a beautiful, memorable story about how the rubble at Ground Zero went from wreckage to relic, as well as this moving obituary of Sandra Day O'Connor. She was a finalist for the Pulitzer Prize in commentary in 2020 for her writing at the Post, making her the first sportswriter to achieve this distinction in 30 years. Sally has also written more than a dozen books, and is the first woman ever to be inducted into the National Sportscasters and Sportswriters Hall of Fame.
 
 Sally starts with us on September 15 and you'll see her frequently in our New York office. We cannot wait for her to get here--and we especially cannot wait to read her in our pages.
 
 Please join me in welcoming her to The Atlantic.
 
 Best wishes,
 
 Jeff


Press Contact: Anna Bross and Paul Jackson, The Atlantic | press@theatlantic.com




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/press-releases/archive/2025/07/sally-jenkins-join-atlantic-staff-writer/683709/?utm_source=feed



	
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





    
      
        
          	
            Press Releases | The ...
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            The Atlantic Photo
          
        

      

      Newsletters | The Atlantic

      
        The Powerful Consistency of Mail Delivery
        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.After losing his corporate marketing job during the pandemic, Stephen Starring Grant decided to move back home and become a rural mail-carrier associate in Blacksburg, Virginia. His recently published memoir unravels what he learned about Appalachian identity and blue-collar experiences, but also abou...

      

      
        Trump Gets Rid of Those Pesky Statistics
        Alexandra Petri

        For decades, Donald Trump has been at war with numbers. Some have capitulated more swiftly than others. His weight, his golf scores, and his net worth have long fallen in line. As I understand it, a Trump doctor appointment consists of going to a medical professional and announcing how much you would like to weigh and what your resting heart rate ought to be, and the wise doctor's patriotic, good equipment cooperates to measure you correctly. (I have tried this myself without success. My scale is...

      

      
        Turning a Hobby Into a Habit
        Maya Chung

        This is an edition of the Books Briefing, our editors' weekly guide to the best in books. Sign up for it here.During the coronavirus pandemic, I flirted with more hobbies than I can recall. I began by picking up the musical instruments lying around my parents' house--their piano, my sister's cello. I then ordered a ukulele online, inspired by a friend who marveled at the ease of learning the chords. Next came YouTube yoga, and then bird drawing (because I happened to find a guide to drawing birds ...

      

      
        The Warped Idealism of Trump's Trade Policy
        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.Tomorrow is Donald Trump's deadline to agree to trade deals before he imposes tariffs, and he means it this time. Why are you laughing? (In fact, since saying that yesterday, he's already chickened out with Mexico, putting the "taco" in, well, TACO.)But the president has already written off hopes of rea...

      

      
        The Birth of the Attention Economy
        Jake Lundberg

        This is an edition of Time-Travel Thursdays, a journey through The Atlantic's archives to contextualize the present. Sign up here.Early in the Civil War, Oliver Wendell Holmes Sr. announced in The Atlantic that the necessities of life had been reduced to two things: bread and the newspaper. Trying to keep up with what Holmes called the "excitements of the time," civilians lived their days newspaper to newspaper, hanging on the latest reports. Reading anything else felt beside the point.The newspaper was an inescapable force, Holmes wrote;...

      

      
        Republicans Want to Redraw America's Political Map
        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.Texas Republicans are planning to redraw their congressional districts this year, five years ahead of schedule. As with most other recent examples of norm-breaking behavior in American politics, the reason for this involves Donald J. Trump.Earlier this summer, the president asked Texas Governor Greg Abb...

      

      
        Americans Are Starting to Sour on Tax Cuts
        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 theory, the proposition seems foolproof: Everyone hates the taxman and loves to keep their money, so a tax cut must be politically popular.But Republicans' One Big Beautiful Bill Act has tested the theory and found it wanting. A new Wall Street Journal poll shows that more than half of Americans oppo...

      

      
        Let's Ban <em>More</em> Nonexistent Things
        Alexandra Petri

        Oh, good! Congressional Republicans have introduced the Clear Skies Act, a bill "to prohibit weather modification within the United States, and for other purposes." I cannot stress enough that this is not what is causing any of the extreme weather we are seeing. Maybe that's the point. As Representative Tim Burchett of Tennessee (who sponsored the bill alongside Marjorie Taylor Greene) put it, "If it doesn't exist, then you don't have anything to worry about."As long as we are applying this "let'...

      

      
        The Only Information Source Trump Trusts
        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.Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu is a cunning political operator, but even he can't weaken President Donald Trump's bond with television. The two leaders are at odds again over Gaza, now because of human-rights-organization warnings of widespread starvation. Under intense international pressure...

      

      
        A Gritty and Genuinely Readable Book
        Stephanie Bai

        This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.Welcome back to The Daily's Sunday culture edition, in which one Atlantic writer or editor reveals what's keeping them entertained. Today's special guest is Luis Parrales, an assistant editor who has written about what the border-hawk Catholics get wrong and why the papacy is no ordinary succession.Luis...

      

      
        The Pleasures of Reading Outside
        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."Reading has been unfairly maligned as an indoor activity for far too long," Bekah Waalkes wrote this past spring. "As a child, when nice weather came around, I was told to put down my book and go play outside." But why can't reading a book be a form of outdoor play? Reading outside can also be a prac...

      

      
        An Easy Summer Project Worth Doing
        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.Earlier this summer, I spent one blissful week on vacation doing some of the best vacation things: lying in the sun with a book until my skin was slightly crisp, making full meals out of cheese and rose. Of course, when I returned, I felt very, very sad. Real life is rarely as sunny and sparkly and juic...

      

      
        How I Came to Be in the Epstein Files
        Alexandra Petri

        I was taking soup to the orphans, as usual, when a young man I'd never before met seized me by the arm. "Donald," he said. "My name is Barack Obama, although that's not important right now. In fact, you've already forgotten it. Before I matriculate at Harvard Law School, I must introduce you to someone who's going to change your life."I looked at my watch. It was 1987."Who?" I asked."A man with whom you have nothing in common," the mysterious figure went on. "Not one single thing. Not even enigma...

      

      
        The Administration Wants Military Women to Know Their Place
        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.Updated at 7.44 p.m. ETPresident Donald Trump and Secretary of Defense Pete Hegseth seem to be on a mission to erase women from the top ranks of the U.S. armed forces. Last week, they took another step along this path by removing the first female head of the United States Naval Academy, in Annapolis, Ma...
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The Powerful Consistency of Mail Delivery

How mail carriers manage to do a job that keeps the country running

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.


After losing his corporate marketing job during the pandemic, Stephen Starring Grant decided to move back home and become a rural mail-carrier associate in Blacksburg, Virginia. His recently published memoir unravels what he learned about Appalachian identity and blue-collar experiences, but also about the power of showing up, every single day. "In Grant's telling, postal workers bring order and predictability to a country that can feel like it's unraveling, especially during crises that starkly illustrate how reliant we are on the federal bureaucracy," Tyler Austin Harper writes in a review of the memoir.

Today's newsletter looks at how mail carriers do their jobs--even in the most remote parts of the country--and why their work matters.

On Mail Delivery

Memoir of a Mailman

By Tyler Austin Harper

A new book describes the challenges and joys of life as a letter carrier.

Read the article.

How the Most Remote Community in America Gets Its Mail

By Sarah Yager

Transporting letters and packages to the village of Supai requires a feat of logistics, horsemanship, and carefully placed hooves.

Read the article.

The Quiet Heroism of Mail Delivery

By Mara Wilson

After a natural disaster, courier services such as USPS and UPS help communities return to a sense of normalcy. (From 2019)

Read the article.



Still Curious?

	When you give a tree an email address: The city of Melbourne assigned trees email addresses so citizens could report problems such as dangerous branches. Instead, people wrote thousands of love letters to their favorite trees, Adrienne LaFrance wrote in 2015.
 	The endangered art of letter writing: In 1981, Belinda struck up a conversation with a stranger on a ferry. Nearly 40 years later, she and that stranger, Julie, still write each other physical letters multiple times a year.




Other Diversions

	An action movie that's a total joke
 	How to know you're not a phony
 	Eight books for dabblers




P.S.


Courtesy of Jane Stahl



I recently asked readers to share a photo of something that sparks their sense of awe in the world. "On a rare sunny day during this season's rainy May and June, I picked up a red rose that had been dropped on the sidewalk," Jane Stahl, 78, from Boyertown, Pennsylvania, writes. "I enjoyed this single bloom on my kitchen windowsill, reminding me that sometimes it's the little things that provide joy on cloudy days, beauties that inspire us to look for more of them in our travels. And, indeed, that's what happened. During the rest of my walk that morning, I saw roses everywhere and 'brought them home' via my phone's camera to share with friends and remind me to look for those little things."

I'll continue to feature your responses in the coming weeks.

-- Isabel
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Trump Gets Rid of Those Pesky Statistics

The numbers were simply not patriotic enough.

by Alexandra Petri




For decades, Donald Trump has been at war with numbers. Some have capitulated more swiftly than others. His weight, his golf scores, and his net worth have long fallen in line. As I understand it, a Trump doctor appointment consists of going to a medical professional and announcing how much you would like to weigh and what your resting heart rate ought to be, and the wise doctor's patriotic, good equipment cooperates to measure you correctly. (I have tried this myself without success. My scale is not a true patriot.) Mean, wicked scales that display unflattering numbers, and foolish, incompetent golf balls that do not traverse the correct distance, are promptly discarded and replaced with their more loyal counterparts.

This is how value works! As Trump testified once in court, "My net worth fluctuates, and it goes up and down with the markets and with attitudes and with feelings, even my own feelings ... Yes, even my own feelings, as to where the world is, where the world is going, and that can change rapidly from day to day."

Some data, such as the number of votes he received at the polls in 2020, initially refused to budge. But with a little bit of threatening from some extra-patriotic patriots, the election turned out to have been a Trump blowout. Just ask any elected Republican; they'll tell you! Now these politicians are working on gerrymandering the country so that it will understand that Republicans are in the majority everywhere--which poll results would already be saying if they were more patriotic.

And now, at last, Donald Trump has fired the head of the Bureau of Labor Statistics. Once these disloyal statisticians are out of the way, the data will finally start to cooperate. The only possible reason the economy could be doing anything other than booming is Joe Biden-legacy manipulation. The economy is not frightened and exhausted by a man who pursues his tariffs with the wild-eyed avidity of Captain Ahab and seems genuinely unable to grasp the meaning of a trade deficit. No, the numbers are simply not patriotic enough. We must make an example of them! When they are frightened enough, I am sure they will show growth.

Fumbling around in a fog of vibes and misinformation and things you saw on Fox News is good enough for the president; why should the rest of us ask for anything better? Soon, no one will know what is happening--what the problem is, or what remedies to apply. What sectors are booming and which are contracting, whether interest rates should be higher or lower, whether it's hotter or colder than last year, whether mortality has gone up or gone down. It will be vibes all the way down. Soon we will all be bumping around helplessly in the dark.

That's a good thing. We can all breathe easier and know that the economy is doing just what the president wants it to do. Try feeling like eggs are cheaper! Try feeling like you have a job. Try feeling like you can buy the amount of goods and services with your dollar that you desire. Close your eyes and try a little harder. Then you'll feel the prosperity. Trickling down, so warmly, from Trump on high. And the invisible hand, lifting you up.

Finally, the numbers will be vanquished. Finally, we will be free.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/newsletters/archive/2025/08/trump-statistics-bureau-labor/683749/?utm_source=feed
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Turning a Hobby Into a Habit

A casual pastime, when practiced consistently, can change a life.

by Maya Chung




This is an edition of the Books Briefing, our editors' weekly guide to the best in books. Sign up for it here.


During the coronavirus pandemic, I flirted with more hobbies than I can recall. I began by picking up the musical instruments lying around my parents' house--their piano, my sister's cello. I then ordered a ukulele online, inspired by a friend who marveled at the ease of learning the chords. Next came YouTube yoga, and then bird drawing (because I happened to find a guide to drawing birds on my parents' bookshelves). At the beach during the summer of 2020, my friend and I enlisted her 13-year-old neighbor to teach us how to surf. Then, perhaps inevitably, I tried knitting and crocheting.

First, here are two new stories from The Atlantic's books section:

	A novelist's cure for the "loneliness epidemic"
 	"Preamble to the West," a poem by Iris Jamahl Dunkle


I have kept up none of these pursuits. It's not because of perfectionism or a lack of free time, those oft-cited foes that prevent us from turning a hobby into a habit. I'm simply more of a dabbler, an approach that Karen Walrond celebrates in her book In Defense of Dabbling, which Sophia Stewart wrote about this week as part of a list of books that demonstrate "the possibilities that lie in our hobbies--even the ones we might be bad at." Walrond believes that informally experimenting with new things is a great way to find joy in the world around you, and I agree--but I do think I've fallen victim to the need for instant gratification, jumping from one activity to the next as my attention drifts. After reading Stewart's list, I realized with some regret that I don't direct any level of sustained attention to areas of my life outside of work. I feel a bit jealous when I hear about someone casually taking up birding or woodworking, only for it to unexpectedly change their life.

So it might be time for me to find a hobby and stick with it. I've noticed a common theme among the activities that seem to have the strongest effects on their practitioners: Many of them are physical endeavors, though they don't have to be strenuous or dangerous (white-water rafting counts, but so does gardening). In my own life, I've found that things requiring some amount of fine motor control or hand-eye coordination, such as needlework and tennis, allow me to focus on the process, rather than the result, while not thinking about the past or worrying about the future. Instead of rushing to a destination or chasing an immediate reward, I'd like to learn from the journey. "The decision to pursue an activity simply for one's own enjoyment," as Stewart writes, "is deeply human."




Illustration by The Atlantic. Sources: csa-archives / Getty



Eight Books for Dabblers

By Sophia Stewart

These practices can enrich our lives, regardless of if we're any good at them.

Read the full article.



What to Read

The Index of Self-Destructive Acts, by Christopher Beha

Beha's big-swing novel, set in the late 2000s, follows Sam, a young data-crunching blogger from the Midwest who gets hired to work at a legacy New York magazine. He arrives in the city certain that when one has the right information, the world is "a knowable place"--but he is soon forced to reconsider his rational worldview. Sam encounters an apocalyptic preacher, falls for the daughter of a profile subject (though he's married), and cranks out a near-constant stream of articles while struggling with unexpected doubts. The novel takes on heady themes, but it never feels dull or brainy, and all the people I've shared it with over the years love it too. My New Yorker father told me how well it portrayed the city after the 2008 financial crisis; my friends in journalism affirm its perceptiveness about the industry's "content farm" days; my church friends appreciate how it takes religious belief seriously. I push it upon pretty much everyone I know.  -- Eleanor Barkhorn

From our list: The one book everyone should read





Out Next Week

? Trying, by Chloe Caldwell

? Sunbirth, by An Yu


? What Is Free Speech?, by Fara Dabhoiwala




Your Weekend Read


Illustration by Zeloot



Comfort TV Is Overrated

By Shirley Li

The human brain--more specifically, the way it's wired to enjoy jitters--is partly responsible for how well these shows have been received by viewers. "Our body doesn't always know the difference between a heart-rate increase associated with watching The Bear versus going for a walk," Wendy Berry Mendes, a psychology professor at Yale, told me. People have always sought excitement by being spectators; doing so causes, as Mendes put it, "vicarious stress"--a fight-or-flight response that feels good because it involves zero risk. Watching a horror movie can produce the effect, though Mendes pointed out in an email that horror tends to unfold at a more extreme pace, causing reactions infrequently experienced by audiences. (Think of how jump scares can dramatically startle viewers.) The intense shows holding viewers' attention these days, meanwhile, can conjure a sense of ongoing anxiety. "Certainly, that unremitting pressure" in The Bear, Mendes wrote, "is something more common than running from a zombie."

Read the full article.





When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.


Sign up for The Wonder Reader, a Saturday newsletter in which our editors recommend stories to spark your curiosity and fill you with delight.


Explore all of our newsletters.
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The Warped Idealism of Trump's Trade Policy

The president once promised he'd prioritize Americans' bottom line above all else. He's abandoned that pledge.

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.

Tomorrow is Donald Trump's deadline to agree to trade deals before he imposes tariffs, and he means it this time. Why are you laughing? (In fact, since saying that yesterday, he's already chickened out with Mexico, putting the "taco" in, well, TACO.)

But the president has already written off hopes of reaching agreements with some allies. Yesterday, Trump announced that he was raising tariffs on many Brazilian goods to 50 percent across the board, as retribution for Brazil's prosecution of former President Jair Bolsonaro, a Trump ally. This morning, Trump wrote on Truth Social that Prime Minister Mark Carney's decision to recognize a Palestinian state "will make it very hard" to strike a deal with Canada.

The president's perpetual caving can make him seem craven and opportunistic, but you can detect a different impulse in his handling of trade policy too: a warped kind of idealism. When Trump began his political career, he said he would put "America First," rather than using American power to enforce values overseas. Wars to fight repressive autocrats were foolish ways to burn cash and squander American lives. The promotion of human rights and democracy were soft-headed, bleeding-heart causes. Trump, a man of business, was going to look out for the bottom line without getting tangled up in high-minded crusades. Now that's exactly what he's doing: using trade as a way to make grand statements about values--his own, if not America's.

This is troubling on legal, moral, and diplomatic levels. The Constitution specifically delegates the power to levy tariffs to Congress, but legislators have delegated some of that capacity to the president. Trump has invoked the International Emergency Economic Powers Act, which allows him to impose tariffs in response to an "unusual and extraordinary threat," on the basis that Congress cannot act quickly enough. This use of the law is, as Conor Friedersdorf and Ilya Somin wrote in The Atlantic in May, absurd. The White House's months of vacillation on its tariff threats since make the idea of any emergency even less credible.

Understanding why Trump would be sensitive about Bolsonaro's prosecution, which stems from Bolsonaro's attempt to cling to power after losing the 2022 election, is not difficult--the parallels between the two have been often noted--but that doesn't make it a threat to the United States, much less an "unusual and extraordinary" one. Likewise, Canadian recognition of a Palestinian state is unwelcome news for Trump's close alliance with Israel, but it poses no obvious security or economic danger to the U.S. A Congress or Supreme Court interested in limiting presidential power could seize on these statements to arrest Trump's trade war, but these are not the legislators or justices we have.

Setting aside the legal problems, Trump's statements about Brazil and Canada represent an abandonment of the realpolitik approach he once promised. Even if Carney were to back down on Palestinian statehood, or Brazil to call off Bolsonaro's prosecution, the United States wouldn't see any economic gain. Trump is purely using American economic might to achieve noneconomic goals.

Previous presidents have frequently used U.S. economic hegemony to further national goals--or, less charitably, interfered in the domestic affairs of other sovereign nations. But no one needs to accept any nihilistic false equivalences. Trump wrote in a July 9 letter to Brazilian President Luiz Inacio Lula da Silva that the case against Bolsonaro was "an international disgrace" and (naturally) a "Witch Hunt." Although the U.S. has taken steps to isolate repressive governments, Trump's attempts to bail out Bolsonaro are nothing of the sort. The U.S. can't with a straight face argue that charging Bolsonaro is improper, and it can't accuse Brazil of convicting him in a kangaroo court, because no trial has yet been held.

The U.S. government has also long used its power to bully other countries into taking its side in international disputes, but the swipe at Canada is perplexing. The Trump administration remains the most stalwart ally of Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu (notwithstanding some recent tensions), and the U.S. government has long withheld recognition of any Palestinian state as leverage in negotiations. Even so, slapping tariffs on Canada for a symbolic decision such as this seems unlikely to dissuade Carney or do anything beyond further stoking nascent Canadian nationalism.

This is not the only way in which Trump's blunt wielding of tariffs is likely to backfire on the United States. Consumers in the U.S. will pay higher prices, and overseas, Jerusalem Demsas warned in April, "the credibility of the nation's promises, its treaties, its agreements, and even its basic rationality has evaporated in just weeks." But it's not just trust with foreign countries that the president has betrayed. It's the pact he made with voters. Trump promised voters an "America First" approach. Instead, they're getting a "Bolsonaro and Netanyahu First" government.

Related:

	The TACO presidency 
 	Start budgeting for Trump's tariffs now.




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Virginia Giuffre's family was shocked that Trump described her as "stolen."
 	Every scientific empire comes to an end.
 	Hamas wants Gaza to starve.




Today's News

	President Donald Trump's tariffs are set to take effect tomorrow as his administration scrambles to finalize trade deals with key partners. Mexico received a 90-day extension, while other countries, including China and Canada, remain in negotiations.
 	Steve Witkoff, Trump's special envoy to the Middle East, and Ambassador to Israel Mike Huckabee will visit Gaza tomorrow to inspect aid distribution as the humanitarian crisis worsens in the region.
 	 About 154,000 federal workers accepted buyouts offered by the Trump administration this year, according to the government's human-resources arm.
 




Dispatches

	Time-Travel Thursdays: The rise of the cheap, daily newspaper in the 19th century remade how Americans engaged with the world, Jake Lundberg writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by The Atlantic. Source: Getty.



Remarkable News in Potatoes

By Katherine J. Wu

For decades, evolutionary biologists pointed to such examples to cast hybridization as hapless--"rare, very unsuccessful, and not an important evolutionary force," Sandra Knapp, a plant taxonomist at the Natural History Museum in London, told me. But recently, researchers have begun to revise that dour view. With the right blend of genetic material, hybrids can sometimes be fertile and spawn species of their own; they can acquire new abilities that help them succeed in ways their parents never could. Which, as Knapp and her colleagues have found in a new study, appears to be the case for the world's third-most important staple crop: The 8-to-9-million-year-old lineage that begat the modern potato may have arisen from a chance encounter between a flowering plant from a group called Etuberosum and ... an ancient tomato.
 Tomatoes, in other words, can now justifiably be described as the mother of potatoes.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	Why Trump broke with Bibi over the Gaza famine
 	ICE's mind-bogglingly massive blank check
 	Why South Park did an about-face on mocking Trump
 	No Easy Fix: Can San Francisco be saved?
 	The man who was too MAHA for the Trump administration




Culture Break


Ng Han Guan / AP



Take a look. These photos capture moments from the 2025 World Aquatics Championships in Singapore, where more than 2,500 athletes from over 200 nations competed in events spanning six aquatic sports.

Read. In 2022, Sophia Stewart recommended six books that all music lovers should read.

Play our daily crossword.



Rafaela Jinich 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 Birth of the Attention Economy

The rise of the cheap, daily newspaper in the 19th century remade how Americans engaged with the world.

by Jake Lundberg




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


Early in the Civil War, Oliver Wendell Holmes Sr. announced in The Atlantic that the necessities of life had been reduced to two things: bread and the newspaper. Trying to keep up with what Holmes called the "excitements of the time," civilians lived their days newspaper to newspaper, hanging on the latest reports. Reading anything else felt beside the point.

The newspaper was an inescapable force, Holmes wrote; it ruled by "divine right of its telegraphic dispatches." Holmes didn't think he was describing some permanent modern condition--information dependency as a way of life. The newspaper's reign would end with the war, he thought. And when it did, he and others could return to more high-minded literary pursuits--such as the book by an "illustrious author" that he'd put down when hostilities broke out.

Nearly 40 years after Holmes wrote those words, newspapers were still on the march. Writing in 1900, Arthur Reed Kimball warned in The Atlantic of an "Invasion of Journalism," as newspapers' volume and influence grew only more intense. Their readers' intellect, Kimball argued, had been diminished. Coarse language was corrupting speech and writing, and miscellaneous news was making miscellaneous minds. The newspaper-ification of the American mind was complete.

The rise of the cheap, daily newspaper in the 19th century created the first true attention economy--an endless churn of spectacle and sensation that remade how Americans engaged with the world. Although bound by the physical limits of print, early newspaper readers' habits were our habits: People craved novelty, skimmed for the latest, let their attention dart from story to story. And with the onset of this new way of being came its first critics.

In our current moment, when readers need to be persuaded to read an article before they post about it online, 19th-century harrumphs over the risks of newspaper reading seem quaint. Each new technology since the newspaper--film, radio, television, computers, the internet, search engines, social media, artificial intelligence--has sparked the same anxieties about how our minds and souls will be changed. Mostly, we've endured. But these anxieties have always hinted at the possibility that one day, we'll reach the endgame--the point at which words and the work of the mind will have become redundant.

Worries over journalism's invasive qualities are as old as the modern daily newspaper. In New York, where the American variant first took shape in the 1830s, enterprising editors found a formula for success; they covered fires, murders, swindles, scandals, steamboat explosions, and other acts in the city's daily circus. As James Gordon Bennett Sr., the editor of the New York Herald and the great pioneer of the cheap daily, said, the mission was "to startle or amuse." Small in size and packed with tiny type, the papers themselves didn't look particularly amusing, but the newsboys selling them in the street were startling enough. Even if you didn't buy a paper, a boy in rags was going to yell its contents at you.

These cheap newspapers had relatively modest urban circulations, but they suggested a new mode of living, an acceleration of time rooted in an expectation of constant novelty. Henry David Thoreau and other contrarians saw the implications and counseled the careful conservation of attention. "We should treat our minds," Thoreau wrote in an essay posthumously published in The Atlantic, "that is, ourselves, as innocent and ingenuous children, whose guardians we are, and be careful what objects and what subjects we thrust on their attention." This included newspapers. "Read not the Times," he urged. "Read the Eternities."

But the problem was only getting worse. The Eternities were steadily losing ground to the Times--and to the Posts, the Standards, the Gazettes, the Worlds, and the Examiners. In the last third of the 19th century, the volume of printed publications grew exponentially. Even as more "serious" newspapers such as the New-York Tribune entered the marketplace, the cheap daily continued to sell thousands of copies each day. Newspapers, aided by faster methods of typesetting and by cheaper printing, became twice-daily behemoths, with Sunday editions that could be biblical in length. A British observer marveled at the turn of the century that Americans, "the busiest people in the world," had so much time to read each day.

American commentators of high and furrowed brow worried less that newspapers were being left unread and more that they were actually being devoured. The evidence was everywhere--in snappier sermons on Sundays, in direct and terse orations at colleges, in colloquial expressions in everyday usage, in the declining influence of certain journals and magazines (including The Atlantic).

If I may apply what Kimball deplored as "newspaper directness," people seemed to be getting dumber. Those who were reared on slop and swill wanted ever more slop and swill--and the newspapers were all too ready to administer twice-daily feedings. Writing in The Atlantic in 1891 on the subject of "Journalism and Literature," William James Stillman saw a broad and "devastating influence of the daily paper" on Americans' "mental development." No less grave were the political implications of a populace marinating in half-truths, seeking the general confirmation of what it already believed. In such a market, journalists and their papers had an incentive to perpetuate falsehoods.

Was all of this hand-wringing a little too much? Has not one generation predicted the doom of the next with each successive innovation? Socrates warned that writing would weaken thought and give only the appearance of wisdom. Eighteenth-century novels occasioned panic as critics worried that their readers would waste their days on vulgar fictions. And as for newspapers, didn't Ernest Hemingway famously take "newspaper directness" and make it the basis for perhaps the most influential literary style of the 20th century? Each innovation, even those that risk dimming our broader mental capacity, can stimulate innovations of its own.

But at the risk of sounding like those 19th-century critics, this time really does seem different. When machines can so agreeably perform all of our intellectual labors and even fulfill our emotional needs, we should wonder what will become of our minds. No one has to spend much time imagining what we might like to read or pretend to read; algorithms already know. Chatbots, meanwhile, can as readily make our emails sound like Hemingway as they can instruct us on how to perform devil worship and self-mutilation. Thoreau may have never divined the possibility of artificial intelligence, but he did fear minds smoothed out by triviality and ease. He imagined the intellect as a road being paved over--"macadamized," in 19th-century parlance--"its foundation broken into fragments for the wheels of travel to roll over."

"If I am to be a thoroughfare," Thoreau wrote, "I prefer that it be of the mountain-brooks, the Parnassian streams, and not the town-sewers."

Wouldn't we all. But who has the time for that?
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Republicans Want to Redraw America's Political Map

What happens in Texas probably won't stay there.

by Elaine Godfrey


Representative Lloyd Doggett, a Texas Democrat, uses a district map to discuss concerns over the GOP's proposed redistricting of the state. (Rodolfo Gonzalez / USA TODAY / Reuters)



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.


Texas Republicans are planning to redraw their congressional districts this year, five years ahead of schedule. As with most other recent examples of norm-breaking behavior in American politics, the reason for this involves Donald J. Trump.

Earlier this summer, the president asked Texas Governor Greg Abbott to dabble in a little gerrymandering to produce five more Republican-leaning districts in his state ahead of the 2026 midterm elections. In July, Abbott answered the call, summoning state lawmakers back to Austin for a 30-day special session, in part to begin working on a new district map. (The Texas legislature is in session only once every other year.) The state has been holding public hearings about the redistricting plan; this morning, state lawmakers released a proposed new map that could give the GOP 30 of the state's 38 House seats and help pad the party's slim majority.

Not much appears to prevent Texas Republicans from doing this. States typically redraw their congressional districts every 10 years, after a new census is conducted. But the Texas GOP has gone off schedule before, way back in 2003, and the Supreme Court later ruled that the Constitution doesn't prohibit mid-decade redistricting. There's been plenty of resistance from Texas voters, who've filled public-hearing rooms in protest, and from high-profile politicians, who've appeared at rallies and raised money to fight the new map. The state's Democrats might consider breaking quorum, like they did in 2021 to block a vote on the issue, but GOP lawmakers probably have the leverage to force them back to the table. So far, things are going according to plan for Texas Republicans. They have the votes, and at least right now, they seem to have the political will.

But just as important as whether Texas Republicans follow through with redistricting is how Democrats will respond. A gerrymandering war, in other words, could be on the way. "We're saying to the Texans, 'You shouldn't be going down this path,'" former House Speaker Nancy Pelosi said last week. "You want to go down this path? We'll go down together." The governors (and wannabe presidential contenders) Gavin Newsom of California and J. B. Pritzker of Illinois both suggested that they will consider redrawing their own state's districts to favor--or further favor--Democrats. Similar efforts are being considered in New York and Maryland too.

Many experts--and Democrats themselves--have long argued that partisan gerrymandering is undemocratic and unfair. Their embrace of a gerrymandering tit for tat would reflect a new mindset that many Democrats have adopted in the second Trump era: that they should be just as politically ruthless as Republicans--and when the GOP goes low, the Democrats should meet them there.

But two questions complicate this approach. The first is a logistical one: Can Democrats even do what they're threatening to? "It's a state-by-state determination," the election-law expert David Becker told me. Some states, such as California and New York, have independent redistricting commissions, which means that any attempt at partisan gerrymandering would require turning that power back over to politicians--a complicated and slow process. Other states, such as Illinois and Maryland, have laws allowing for a little more flexibility when redrawing maps.

The other, more pressing question for Democrats is whether they should. They certainly may feel inclined to match the GOP's aggressive tactics, but extreme partisan gerrymandering carries a certain amount of risk, one that Texas Republicans would be undertaking, Becker said. To maximize Republican wins in more districts overall, they might have to reduce their margins in others, making some of those new districts vulnerable in a potential blue-wave election.

All this partisan maneuvering is arguably a race to the bottom. Imagine a future in which every two years, states redraw their congressional maps: Voters would find themselves in a new district several times each decade, unable to get to know the people who are supposed to represent them. "This would do incredible damage to faith in institutions" and add to the cynicism that so many Americans already feel about politics, Dan Vicuna, a senior policy director at Common Cause, told me.

"There appears to be a temptation to meet attacks on democracy with more attacks on democracy," Vicuna added. It's up to Democrats to decide if they'll resist the urge.

Related:

	Republicans discover the horror of gerrymandering. (From 2022)
 	Has the tide turned against partisan gerrymandering? (From 2018)






Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:


	To see how America unraveled, go back five years.
 	Emil Bove is a sign of the times.
 	The dangerous logic of CTE self-diagnosis




Today's News

	Former Vice President Kamala Harris announced that she will not run for California governor in 2026, choosing to instead focus on supporting Democrats nationwide after her 2024 presidential loss. Harris didn't confirm any specific future plans.
 	An 8.8-magnitude earthquake struck off Russia's Far East region yesterday, triggering tsunami waves that reached Hawaii, California, and Washington. Secretary of Homeland Security Kristi Noem confirmed this morning that the threat of a major tsunami had "passed completely," with no significant damage reported.
 	The Federal Reserve held interest rates steady, despite pressure from President Donald Trump to lower rates, and warned about slowing growth. Officials have signaled potential cuts later this year, as inflation remains somewhat elevated and economic uncertainty increases.




Evening Read


Illustration by Ben Denzer



A Love Letter to Music Listings

By Gabriel Kahane

About a year and a half ago, I was scheduled to play a concert in Vermont when word came that the gig would be canceled because of an approaching nor'easter. I checked out of the hotel early, lobbed my suitcase into the rental car, and hightailed it to New York as menacing clouds darkened the rearview mirror. Brooklyn had been home for the better part of two decades, but after a move to the Pacific Northwest, I was returning as a tourist, and the show's cancellation augured a rare free evening in the city. There was just one problem: How was I going to figure out what to do with my night on the town?
 This used to be easy.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	What's holding Trump back from firing Powell
 	Charlie Warzel: The discourse is broken.
 	Alexandra Petri: Let's ban more nonexistent things.
 	The David Frum Show: Trump's tariff disaster




Culture Break


Ross Harried / NurPhoto / Getty



Read. "Preamble to the West," a poem by Iris Jamahl Dunkle:

"Can't lick the witch wind that carries rumors / over shining aurora-lit prairies: / horror of what comes to light at the dawn / of the mind."

Take a look. These photos capture Guedelon Castle, in France, where builders use 13th-century techniques to re-create medieval craftsmanship.

Play our daily crossword.



P.S.

Lots of you responded to last week's newsletter about finding simple moments of joy in your daily life, and I've loved reading your answers. I'll share two of my favorites here, as a bit of a prelude to a forthcoming, small-delights-focused issue of the Daily.

Eric wrote in to say that he was inspired by the 2023 movie Perfect Days (which I need to watch!) and is now trying to incorporate a simple, daily gesture into his life: "When I walk out my door to go to work, I try to remember to just stop, stand, look at my neighborhood and the sky, and smile--it may take only 10 seconds, but it begins the public version of my life on the right foot." Another idea I liked, from Sarah, is buying one new thing at the grocery store every time you visit: "It's a mini flavor adventure every trip, whether it turns out I'd buy that thing again or not."

Stay tuned: More tips coming soon!

-- Elaine



Rafaela Jinich 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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Americans Are Starting to Sour on Tax Cuts

They might be a political loser now.

by David A. Graham




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


In theory, the proposition seems foolproof: Everyone hates the taxman and loves to keep their money, so a tax cut must be politically popular.

But Republicans' One Big Beautiful Bill Act has tested the theory and found it wanting. A new Wall Street Journal poll shows that more than half of Americans oppose the law, which cuts taxes for many Americans while reducing government spending. That result is in line with other polling. The data journalist G. Elliott Morris notes that only one major piece of legislation enacted since 1990 was nearly so unpopular: the 2017 tax cuts signed by President Donald Trump.

The response to the 2017 cuts was fascinating. Americans grasped that the wealthy would benefit most from the law, but surveys showed that large swathes of the population incorrectly believed that they would not get a break. "If we can't sell this to the American people then we should be in another line of work," Senate Majority Leader Mitch McConnell said at the time. Americans agreed, giving Democrats control of the House a year later.

If tax cuts are no longer political winners, that's a major shift in American politics. McConnell's sentiment reflected the orthodoxy in both parties for more than four decades. Ronald Reagan won the presidency in 1980 by promising to cut taxes, which he did--in both 1981 and 1986. The first cut was broadly popular; the second had plurality support. His successor, George H. W. Bush, told voters while campaigning, "Read my lips: no new taxes," and his eventual assent to tax hikes while in office was blamed in part for his 1992 defeat. The next GOP president--his son, George W.--made popular tax cuts. Democrats Bill Clinton and Barack Obama were careful to back higher income taxes only on the wealthy.

Although separating Trump's own low approval from the way the public feels about any particular policy he pursues is difficult, the old consensus may just no longer hold. A few factors might explain the shift. First, thanks to 45 years of reductions, the overall tax burden is a lot lower than it was when Reagan took office, especially for wealthy taxpayers. In 1980, the top marginal individual tax rate--what the highest earners paid on their top tranche of income--was 70 percent; it had been as high as 92 percent, in 1952 and 1953. In 2024, it was 37 percent, applying only to income greater than $609,350. Since 1945, the average effective tax rate has dropped significantly for the top 1 percent and 0.01 percent of earners, while staying basically flat for the average taxpayer, according to the Tax Policy Center. The top corporate tax rate has also dropped from a high of 52.8 percent, in 1968 and 1969, to 21 percent, in 2024.

Second, and not unrelatedly, income inequality has risen sharply. Although the gap between the wealthiest Americans and the rest of us has stabilized in the past few years, it remains well above historical averages. Voters aren't interested in subsidizing even-plusher lifestyles for the richest Americans. That's especially true when tax cuts are paired with cuts to government-assistance programs such as Medicare and Medicaid. Majorities of people in polls say Trump's policy bill will mostly help the rich and hurt the poor, and they are correct, according to the nonpartisan Congressional Budget Office.

Third, Republicans have argued for years that tax cuts are good policy because they generate enough growth to pay for themselves. This effect is known as the Laffer Curve, named after the influential conservative economist Art Laffer, and it allows supposed fiscal conservatives to justify tax cuts that increase the deficit in the short term. The problem is that it isn't true. Reagan's tax cuts didn't pay for themselves, nor did W. Bush's, nor did Trump's first-term cuts. These cuts won't either. Voters also consistently worry about the national debt and deficit, and today even liberal economists who wrote those concerns off in the past are sounding alarms, citing the cost of interest payments on the debt and concerns about the debt as a percentage of GDP.

This points to a future problem: Even if voters have soured on tax cuts, that doesn't mean they are willing to endorse tax increases. As my colleague Russell Berman explained to me back in May, Republicans felt pressure to pass the budget bill, lest the first-term Trump tax cuts expire--which voters would hate, and which could hurt the economy. (Those cuts were time-limited as part of procedural chicanery.) And few politicians are willing to run on raising taxes. Most Republicans have signed a pledge not to raise taxes. Trump's tariffs are a tax, and he made them central to his campaign, but he also falsely insisted that Americans wouldn't pay their cost. On the other side of the aisle, Democrats have in recent cycles vowed to raise taxes on the very wealthy but generally rejected increases for anyone else.

This math won't work out forever. At some point, Americans will have to reconcile the national debt, their desire for social services, and their love of low taxes. It will take a brave politician to tell them that.

Related:

	Why don't most Americans realize they're getting tax cuts for Christmas? (From 2017)
 	Congressional Republicans vs. reality




Here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	The corrupt bargain behind Gaza's catastrophe
 	The FBI's leaders "have no idea what they're doing."
 	The Pentagon against the think tanks, by Tom Nichols
 	Why marriage survives




Today's News

	 A gunman killed four people and critically injured another in a shooting at a building in Midtown Manhattan yesterday evening. He was found dead, and police say a note in his wallet indicated that he may have targeted the NFL's headquarters.
 
 	 The Environmental Protection Agency proposed a revocation of its 2009 finding that greenhouse gases threaten public health, in an effort to end federal climate regulations under the Clean Air Act. The proposal seeks to remove emissions limits for cars, power plants, and oil and gas operations.
 
 	Ghislaine Maxwell's lawyers said today that Maxwell, who was convicted of child sex trafficking and other crimes, would be willing to testify before Congress under certain conditions, including receiving immunity and the questions in advance. The House Oversight Committee rejected the request.




Evening Read


Illustration by Matteo Giuseppe Pani / The Atlantic



Homes Still Aren't Designed for a Body Like Mine

By Jessica Slice

Seven years ago, while sitting in my eighth-floor apartment with my toddler, I heard a voice over the intercom: Our building had a gas leak, and we needed to evacuate. A few weeks prior, a coffee shop down the street had exploded from a gas leak, killing two people and injuring at least 25. Terror struck me: Our elevators were powered down--and I use a wheelchair. I was trapped, unable to take myself and my child to safety.
 The fire department quickly determined that it was a false alarm. Still, I didn't stop shaking for hours. After a similar episode a few months later, my husband, David, and I bought a duffel bag the size of a human. We invited our neighbors over for pastries and asked if anyone would be willing to help carry me out during an emergency; my toddler could ride in the bag with me. A few neighbors agreed, but I couldn't ignore that my survival--and that of my child--was contingent on who else might be at home, and who might remember our request and be able to reach me. Eight months later, we moved out. We vowed never to live in a high-rise again. Yet nothing could free me from the indignities of seeking housing while disabled.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	Scammers are coming for college students.
 	Radio Atlantic: A new kind of family separation
 	Dear James: Am I wrong not to dwell on the past?




Culture Break


Illustration by Diana Ejaita



Read. Eloghosa Osunde's Necessary Fiction shows how chosen families can heal loneliness in a disconnected world, Tope Folarin writes.

Watch. In 2022, David Sims recommended 10 must-watch indie films of the summer--each of which are worthy of as much fanfare as the season's blockbusters.

Play our daily crossword.



Rafaela Jinich 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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Let's Ban <em>More</em> Nonexistent Things

Some notes for the Clear Skies Act, which seeks to ban weather modification

by Alexandra Petri




Oh, good! Congressional Republicans have introduced the Clear Skies Act, a bill "to prohibit weather modification within the United States, and for other purposes." I cannot stress enough that this is not what is causing any of the extreme weather we are seeing. Maybe that's the point. As Representative Tim Burchett of Tennessee (who sponsored the bill alongside Marjorie Taylor Greene) put it, "If it doesn't exist, then you don't have anything to worry about."

As long as we are applying this "let's ban nonexistent things" approach to legislation, I have some notes for the Clear Skies Act as it seeks to ban weather modification. This term, the bill notes, "includes (i) geoengineering (ii) cloud seeding (iii) solar radiation modification and management (iv) a release of an aerosol into the atmosphere to influence temperature, precipitation, or the intensity of sunlight." Why not cast a wider net? Don't stop at just (iv)! Let's also ban:

(v) strip-club patrons "making it rain"

(vi) children singing "Rain, rain, go away / come again some other day"

(vii) any and all actions of the weather-modifying rodent Punxsutawney Phil, who must be brought before the House in chains to answer for his crimes

(viii) Thor

(ix) when your knees ache (this brings on rain)

(x) witches setting to sea in eggshells (it is from these small crafts that they cast spells and raise storms to bedevil ships at sea)

(xi) pathetic fallacy (banned until further notice)

(xii) butterflies flapping their wings even a single time (this is how you make hurricanes)

(xiii) the demigod Maui insofar as he is doing things with the breeze

(xiv) caterpillars growing suspiciously thick winter coats (this is how we get blizzards)

(xv) any and all frozen treats with names like Blizzard, McFlurry, Frosty, ICEE (could their intention be any clearer?)

(xvi) fairies, fae, Fair Folk, sprites of all kinds

(xvii) Prospero from The Tempest, specifically (known to use weather for revenge)

(xviii) Storm from X-Men (ditto)

(xix) Magneto (I don't understand how electromagnetism affects weather so we had better ban him just in case)

(xx) Gandalf the Grey (Gandalf the White is okay, according to Stephen Miller)

(xxi) leprechauns

(xxii) Santa Claus (NORAD is already tracking him; simply order them to shoot to kill)

(xxiii) The Midgard Serpent (if it ever releases its tail from its mouth, Ragnarok will ensue, and that is the last thing we need right now)

(xxiv) gray aliens (Pleiadians are okay, according to Stephen Miller)

(xxv) Hillary Clinton (some say she does weather things)

(xxvi) NOAA (does this still exist?)

(xxvii) releasing greenhouse gases willy-nilly without regard for the climate (well, it was worth a shot).
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The Only Information Source Trump Trusts

The president responds more to mass media than to the substance of underlying events.

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.

Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu is a cunning political operator, but even he can't weaken President Donald Trump's bond with television. The two leaders are at odds again over Gaza, now because of human-rights-organization warnings of widespread starvation. Under intense international pressure, Netanyahu has allowed some food aid into the region, but he insists that there is "no starvation" in Gaza.

This morning, before a meeting with U.K. Prime Minister Keir Starmer in Scotland, Trump was asked by reporters whether he agreed with Netanyahu's assessment. "Based on television, I would say not particularly, because those children look very hungry," Trump said. Later, he added: "That's real starvation stuff. I see it, and you can't fake that."

Trump has arrived at the right conclusion in a terrible way. As president, Trump has access to the most powerful information-gathering network in the world, yet he takes his cues from what he watches on television. This helps him see the news from the same perspective as the general public, which has enabled his political success. But it also narrows his understanding, and it makes him highly susceptible to manipulation.

In this case, the evidence suggests that Trump is right. Cindy McCain, the executive director of the U.N. World Food Program, has been warning for months of humanitarian disaster; WFP says one-third of Gazans have not eaten for multiple days in a row. Other organizations say Gaza is on the brink of famine. The Israeli government has defended its restriction of aid by saying that Hamas is pilfering food, but that doesn't address its responsibility to feed the civilian population caught up in the war. As Hussein Ibish recently wrote in The Atlantic, more than 1,000 Gazans may have been killed since May just trying to get food.

But Trump had little to say on the matter until it broke through mass media, where images of skeletal adults and children with distended bellies make the point more viscerally than any statistics. The spread of videos and photos has helped force this story to the center of attention, just as previous footage helped turn American opinion against the war in Gaza. Less than a quarter of Americans now say Israeli military actions are "fully justified."

Trump is attuned to--and responds to--this kind of change in public opinion more than he responds to the substance of underlying events. I often think about testimony from Hope Hicks, Trump's former press aide, during his trial in Manhattan related to hush money. Prosecutors asked Hicks how Trump reacted in 2016 when The Wall Street Journal reported on his alleged extramarital sexual relationship with Karen McDougal. Hicks couldn't recall, but added: "I don't want to speculate, but I'm almost certain he would've asked me how's it playing." Now, as president, he sometimes approaches news events not as things over which he has control but just like a guy watching from his easy chair, remote in hand: opportunities for punditry, not policy making.

Trump's reverence of television interacts dangerously with his skepticism of anyone who represents independent expertise. "I know more about ISIS than the generals do," he said in 2015. Former aides say he doesn't read or pay attention during briefings, and he particularly distrusts the intelligence community, to the point that he has repeatedly taken Vladimir Putin's word instead. This means that despite access to high-quality information about what's going on in Gaza, he seems to really perk up only once it's on the tube.

Such a narrow information stream is a problem, because TV is not a good source of information on its own; it should be consumed as part of a balanced news diet. That's especially true for the television channel that Trump seems to consume most, Fox News. (The liberal researcher Matt Gertz painstakingly documented the direct connection between Fox News segments and Trump tweets during his first term.) Various research over many years has found that Fox viewers are less informed than other news consumers.

Trump's reliance on television news presents an easy target for anyone trying to influence him, as Gertz's research underscores. Senator Lindsey Graham of South Carolina adopted a strategy of going on TV to try to get messages to Trump. "Have you conveyed this personally to the president?" a host once asked him during an interview. "I just did," Graham answered. Politicians seeking Trump's support have tried to use TV too. Representative Thomas Massie, a Kentucky Republican, ran ads in Florida when he was up for reelection in 2020 to get them in front of Trump. So have Trump opponents wishing to troll him.

The fact that the president can be so easily persuaded is concerning enough on its own, and helps explain the policy whiplash during his two presidencies. But it's especially dangerous in an age of misinformation. I wrote in 2017 about how Trump's tendency to fall for fake news could cause him trouble. Eight years later, Trump has a White House staff less interested in saving him from himself, and technology has developed to allow for extremely convincing and realistic deepfakes. Trump's naive belief that you "can't fake" what you see on TV is belied by the many tear-jerking but counterfeit AI images that circulate on Facebook. When it comes to Gaza, he has access to much more reliable evidence and warnings from human-rights experts, but those don't really seem to penetrate.

News coverage is not the only obsession shaping, or warping, the administration's approach to Gaza. The president's inclination to view nearly everything as a potential real-estate deal inspired his bizarre suggestion to clear the strip and turn it into a luxury beachfront development, the "Riviera of the Middle East." And his poorly concealed fixation on winning the Nobel Peace Prize seems to animate many of his choices in the region. As an added benefit, a Nobel would play well on the news.

Even as TV news is driving Trump's worldview, Trump's worldview is reshaping TV news. Having worked to dominate news coverage for years, Trump now wants to control it directly, as he and Federal Communications Commission Chair Brendan Carr seek unprecedented control over broadcasters such as CBS. Trump once considered starting his own TV network, but he and the nation's major broadcasters could instead create a closed loop with Trump taking his tips from channels that do what he says. Who needs facts when you can construct your own reality?

Related:

	The worst-kept secret of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict
 	Trump's campaign to crush the media




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	How NASA engineered its own decline
 	The Pentagon's policy guy is all in on China.
 	Trump is making socialism great again, David Frum argues.




Today's News

	President Donald Trump announced that he will shorten the 50-day deadline he gave Russia two weeks ago to reach a peace deal in Ukraine. He warned of severe tariffs if no agreement is made soon.
 	About half the country is under active heat advisories, affecting more than 198 million Americans, according to the National Weather Service; some temperatures are reaching higher than 100 degrees Fahrenheit.
 	A federal judge extended a block on a policy in Trump's bill that would have banned for one year Medicaid funding to health-care providers offering abortions.




Dispatches

	 The Wonder Reader: Isabel Fattal explores how reading outdoors can transform a traditionally indoor activity into a form of outdoor play--and suggests great reads to bring along on your next adventure.
 
 	 The Weekly Planet: Rising summer heat is leading many Americans to stay indoors--and seems to be contributing to a rare form of seasonal affective disorder, Yasmin Tayag writes.
 


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Steph Chambers / Getty



The WNBA Has a Good Problem on Its Hands

By Jemele Hill

For the first time in the nearly three-decade history of U.S. professional women's basketball, its star players have become household names. What would it take for them to get paid accordingly?
 While warming up recently for the WNBA All-Star Game, players wore T-shirts that read Pay us what you owe us, in reference to the ongoing collective-bargaining negotiations between the players and the league. Until that point, there had not been much buzz about the WNBA's negotiations, but the shirts had their intended result, taking the players' labor fight mainstream.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	Trump's desperate move to quiet the Epstein scandal
 	The death of democracy promotion
 	Alexandra Petri: How Trump came to be in the Epstein files
 	Zelensky learned the wrong lesson from Trump.
 	A Democrat for the Trump era




Culture Break


Illustration by Matteo Giuseppe Pani / The Atlantic. Sources: Will Heath / NBC / NBCU Photo Bank / Getty.



Listen. Justin Bieber's new song, "Daisies," is not the summer anthem we expected--but it might be the one we need, Spencer Kornhaber writes.

Read. Our assistant editor Luis Parrales shares his culture and entertainment musts--including Mario Vargas Llosa, Alasdair MacIntyre, The Bear, and Conan O'Brien.

Play our daily crossword.



P.S.

Back in May, I wrote about Trump's plans to accept a white-elephant 747 from Qatar: "If there's no such thing as a free lunch, there's certainly no such thing as a free plane." I was thinking primarily about what Qatar might expect in return, but in The New York Times, David E. Sanger and Eric Schmitt report on the more immediate costs of refitting the plane for its new role as Air Force One. No one in government will talk about these costs, Sanger and Schmitt report, but the military appears to be raiding nearly $1 billion from a missile-defense project to pay for Trump's pet project--all while achieving no savings on the plane. It's enough to make you wonder just how sincere Trump is about government efficiency.

-- David



Rafaela Jinich 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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A Gritty and Genuinely Readable Book

Culture and entertainment musts from Luis Parrales

by Stephanie Bai




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


Welcome back to The Daily's Sunday culture edition, in which one Atlantic writer or editor reveals what's keeping them entertained. Today's special guest is Luis Parrales, an assistant editor who has written about what the border-hawk Catholics get wrong and why the papacy is no ordinary succession.

Luis is a new fan of the author Mario Vargas Llosa and a longtime listener of the singer-songwriter Jorge Drexler. His other recommendations include "Femininomenon," by Chappell Roan; The Bear; and anything by Conan O'Brien--whom he deems "the king of American comedy."





The Culture Survey: Luis Parrales

Best novel I've recently read, and the best work of nonfiction: I was embarrassingly unfamiliar with the Peruvian novelist Mario Vargas Llosa before his death, in April, besides some high-level lore--his role in the Latin American Boom, his failed presidential bid, the time he socked Gabriel Garcia Marquez in the face. Soon after, I decided enough was enough and picked up his historical novel The Feast of the Goat, published in 2000. Through the brutal regime of Rafael Trujillo, who ruled the Dominican Republic until his assassination at the hands of revolutionaries, in 1961, Vargas Llosa explores how the wounds inflicted by a dictatorship remain long after it officially ends. But as gritty and dark as the novel gets--and it gets dark--The Feast of the Goat is one of the most readable books I've ever encountered. That's both because Vargas Llosa's crisp prose makes the 400 or so pages fly by and, more important, because his novel never loses sight of the power of human resilience.

I was a bit more familiar with the moral philosopher Alasdair MacIntyre, who also passed away earlier this year. Although best known for his 1981 book, After Virtue (if you haven't already, read David Brooks's reflections on how its arguments help explain President Donald Trump's appeal), MacIntyre also wrote Dependent Rational Animals. The book offers one of the most persuasive cases I've read against treating individual autonomy as the highest ideal, as well as a plea to view our limitations--aging, illness--and dependence on one another not as failings but as constitutive elements of human nature. Oh, and MacIntyre dedicates long stretches of his book to the intelligence of dolphins. Which is great.

A quiet song that I love, and a loud song that I love: Quiet: "If I Don't Hear From You Tonight," by Courtney Barnett. Loud: "Femininomenon," by Chappell Roan.

Something I recently rewatched: Before earning box-office cachet with the Dune series, Denis Villeneuve directed Incendies, a modern Sophoclean tragedy set during a civil war in the Middle East. Nearly 15 years after its release, the film remains one of the most sobering portrayals of familial ties on-screen--of how they can at once inflict unspeakable pain and inspire courage and selflessness.

The television show I'm most enjoying right now: The latest season of FX's exquisite The Bear.

The last thing that made me snort with laughter: For my money, Conan O'Brien is the king of American comedy, though part of his greatness is that he's always reveled in playing the fool. He doesn't have the commanding swagger of a Dave Chappelle or Bill Burr, opting instead for a style that my colleague David Sims has described as a "mix of silly surrealism with an old-timey flair." I've been keeping up with O'Brien since his Late Night days, when I would get home from school and play the previous night's episode, so watching him get the Mark Twain Prize for American Humor earlier this year felt plenty nostalgic. The full ceremony is on Netflix now, and it's a comedic cornucopia for any Team Coco stans.

The last thing that made me cry: A few weeks before Independence Day, while visiting New York City, I ended up going to mass at Ascension Church, which has a jazz liturgy on Sunday evenings. Most of my favorite church music leans traditional, yet to my surprise, I felt incredibly moved by the unconventional reverence of melodies with echoes of Art Blakey and Miles Davis. One highlight: the jazz mass's version of the hymn "This Is My Song." These lines in particular felt providentially relevant for anybody searching for a more warmhearted patriotism:

This is my home, the country where my heart is;
 here are my hopes, my dreams, my holy shrine;
 but other hearts in other lands are beating
 with hopes and dreams as true and high as mine.


The last museum or gallery show that I loved: Museo Nacional de Historia, in Mexico City.

A musical artist who means a lot to me: The Uruguayan singer-songwriter Jorge Drexler isn't super well known in America--though he did write the first Spanish-language song to win an Oscar for Best Original Song--but he's pretty acclaimed in Latin America and Spain, especially for his lyricism. He can use scientific principles (the law of conservation or the evolution of cells, for example) as metaphors for love, or meditate on weighty political questions (migration, the Israeli-Palestinian conflict) without coming off as preachy. No musician means more to me than Drexler, whose art teems with the wonder of a wide-eyed humanist.

A poem, or line of poetry, that I return to: "Two in the Campagna," by Robert Browning:

Only I discern--
 Infinite passion, and the pain
 Of finite hearts that yearn.




Here are three Sunday reads from The Atlantic:

	The first survivors of CECOT tell their stories.
 	The one book everyone should read
 	Chasing le Carre in Corfu




The Week Ahead

	The Naked Gun, an action-comedy film starring Liam Neeson as a hapless yet determined detective (in theaters Friday)
 	Season 2 of Twisted Metal, a postapocalyptic action-comedy series with murderous clowns and a deadly demolition tournament (premiering Thursday on Peacock)
 	Black Genius, an essay collection by Tre Johnson that identifies overlooked examples of genius in the Black community (out Tuesday)




Essay


Eero Jarnefelt / Heritage Images / Getty



The Mistake Parents Make With Chores

By Christine Carrig

Each September at the Montessori school I run, the preschoolers engage in an elaborate after-lunch cleanup routine. They bustle through the room with sweepers and tiny dustpans, spreading crumbs all over the floor and making a bigger mess than they started with ...
 Contrast this with my own house--where, in a half-hearted effort to encourage my children to take responsibility for our home, I've been known to say, "You live here!" as they ignore the pile of dishes in the sink. After years in Montessori classrooms, I assumed that a culture of taking responsibility would develop spontaneously in my family. And it might have, had I not made some early mistakes.


Read the full article.



More in Culture

	Eight books that explain the university crisis
 	The human side of music's "Prince of Darkness"
 	When it feels good to root for a bad guy
 	The most dangerous kind of friendship






Catch Up on The Atlantic 

	Finally, a Democrat who could shine on Joe Rogan's show
 	Trump's Epstein denials are ever so slightly unconvincing, Jonathan Chait writes.
 	ChatGPT gave instructions for murder, self-mutilation, and devil worship.




Photo Album


Jade Rick Verdillo and Jamaica Aguilar kiss during their wedding in the flooded Barasoain Church, in the Philippines. (Aaron Favila / AP)



Despite flooding caused by heavy monsoon rains in the Philippines, Jade Rick Verdillo and Jamaica Aguilar decided to stick to their planned wedding date.



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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The Pleasures of Reading Outside

Taking a book outside can be a practice in holding your attention.

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.


"Reading has been unfairly maligned as an indoor activity for far too long," Bekah Waalkes wrote this past spring. "As a child, when nice weather came around, I was told to put down my book and go play outside." But why can't reading a book be a form of outdoor play? Reading outside can also be a practice in sustained attention, Waalkes writes: The act of focus can actually sharpen "one's perception of the trees, the soil, the friends chattering at the next table in the beer garden."

Today's newsletter offers a guide to reading outdoors--how to make the most of it, and which books to take with you on your adventure.



Six Books You'll Want to Read Outdoors

By Bekah Waalkes

Reading has been unfairly maligned as an indoor activity for far too long.

Read the article.

24 Books to Get Lost in This Summer

By The Atlantic Culture Desk

The Atlantic's writers and editors have chosen fiction and nonfiction to match all sorts of moods.

Read the article.

The One Book Everyone Should Read

By The Atlantic Culture Desk

The Atlantic's staffers on the books they share--again and again

Read the article.



Still Curious?

	Take your book outside: Reading al fresco isn't always idyllic, but it can be sublime, Emma Sarappo writes.
 	The unbearable smugness of walking: Literary walking has long been celebrated, Michael LaPointe writes. Is it really worth the hype?




Other Diversions

	How Justin Bieber finally gave us the song of the summer
 	Alexandra Petri: "How I came to be in the Epstein files"
 	The psychological secret to longevity




P.S.


Courtesy of Tim Tumlin



I recently asked readers to share a photo of something that sparked their sense of awe in the world. "I had awakened early on this morning in July 2016 and tiptoed out of the hikers' dorms at Rifugio Lagazuoi, which is perched at 9,000 feet in the Italian Dolomites," Tim Tumlin, 74, in Darien, Illinois, writes. "As I hoped, the silent overwhelming beauty made the climb the day before more than worthwhile."

I'll continue to feature your responses in the coming weeks.

-- Isabel
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An Easy Summer Project Worth Doing

Finding small moments of joy can make every day feel--at least a little--like vacation.

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.


Earlier this summer, I spent one blissful week on vacation doing some of the best vacation things: lying in the sun with a book until my skin was slightly crisp, making full meals out of cheese and rose. Of course, when I returned, I felt very, very sad. Real life is rarely as sunny and sparkly and juicy as vacation life. Right away, I found myself wishing that I could somehow preserve those delicious vacation morsels and store them in my cheeks like a chipmunk preparing for winter. Which is when I remembered something important: my own free will. What was stopping me from replicating the joy of vacation in my regular life?

So began my quest to do things differently. Call it "romanticizing my life," if you want. Or call it self-care--actually, please don't. But soon after returning from my trip, I was living more intentionally than I had before. I was searching for things to savor. I woke up early(ish) and started my day with a slow, luxurious stretch. In the evenings, rather than melting into the couch with the remote, I turned off my phone, made a lime-and-bitters mocktail, and read physical books--only fiction allowed. Less virtuously, I bought things: a towel that promised to cradle me in soft fibers, a new Sharpie gel pen, a funny little French plate that said Fromage in red cursive.

The effort was not a complete success. Replicating the exact feeling of holiday weightlessness is impossible; the demands of work and life always tend to interfere. But I did discover that these small changes were making my daily life, on average, a teensy bit happier. Someone once said that you should do something every day that scares you, and I'm sure those words have galvanized many powerful people to action. But regular life is frightening enough. What if we sought out daily moments of joy instead?

I asked some of my colleagues how they create their own tiny moments of delight. Here are a few of their answers:

	Staff writer Elizabeth Bruenig wakes up and starts working the group chats, sending a "Rise n' grind" to her girlfriends and a "Goooooood morning lads" to her passel of politics-chat guys. "It's like starting the day by going to a party with all my friends," she told me. "Instantly puts me in a good mood." On the flip side, Ellen Cushing is working on texting less and calling more. She now talks with her oldest friend, who lives far away, almost every weekday--sometimes for an hour, other times for five minutes. Their conversations, which aren't scheduled, involve two simple rules: You pick up the call if you can, and you hang up whenever you need to.
 	Senior editor Vann Newkirk tends to his many indoor plants: a fiddle-leaf fig, a proliferation of spider plants, a pothos, a monstera, a couple of peace lilies, some different calatheas, an African violet, a peperomia, and a ponytail palm. "Even on no-water days, I like to check on them," he told me, and "write little notes about how they are growing or where they grow best."
 	For a while, Shane Harris, a staff writer on the Politics team, began each day by reading a poem from David Whyte's Everything Is Waiting for You. The purpose "was to gently wake up my mind and my imagination, before I started writing," he told me. "It's such a better ritual than reading the news."
 	Staff writer Annie Lowrey decompresses her spine(!) at night, which, she told me, involves bending over to hang like a rag doll, or dead-hanging from a pull-up bar: "It's the best." She also journals every morning about the things that she's thankful for, and prays in gratitude for achieving difficult feats. "Maybe you accepted a vulnerability and your ability to handle it? Maybe you realized you could celebrate someone else's success rather than wishing it were your own?" she said. It's annoying when the "obvious advice," such as drinking more water and getting more sleep, is right, she said. But gratitude is, unsurprisingly, good for your mood and mental health.
 	Isabel Fattal, my lovely editor for this newsletter, curates playlists for her morning and evening commutes--which are based less on genre or Spotify's suggestions than on the kind of mood she'd like to be in at that point in the day. "When I was a college intern in New York, I once managed to go seven stops in the wrong direction on the subway because I was listening to the National (I had a lot of feelings in that era)," she told me. "I've since improved my spatial awareness, but I maintain that the right music can elevate any experience."


	If you have kids, you can include them in your happiness project, as many of my staff-writer friends do. Ross Andersen, for example, has enlisted his kids to make him a cappuccino every morning, which is genius and perhaps also a violation of child-labor laws. Clint Smith and his son spent a summer watching highlights from a different World Cup every day, which, he told me, was "a fun way to grow together in our joint fandom and also was a pretty fun geography lesson." And McKay Coppins told me he loves his 2-year-old's bedtime routine, which involves a monster-robot game, Mister Rogers' Neighborhood, and a good-night prayer. "Bedtime can be notoriously stressful for parents of young kids--and it often is for me too!" McKay told me. "But I always end up looking forward to this little slice of my day."


Related:

	The quiet profundity of everyday awe
 	What it would take to see the world completely differently




Today's News

	A shooting at a University of New Mexico dorm left one person dead and another wounded. Law enforcement is searching for the suspect.
 	Office of Management and Budget Director Russell Vought criticized Federal Reserve Chair Jerome Powell over the "largesse" of the Fed's headquarters renovations, just a day after President Donald Trump appeared to ease tensions during a visit to the Federal Reserve.
 	The Trump administration will release $5.5 billion in frozen education funds to support teacher training and recruitment, English-language learners, and arts programs ahead of the new school year.




More From The Atlantic

	Trump's Ukraine policy deserves a reassessment.
 	Food aid in Gaza has become a horror.
 	Why is airplane Wi-Fi still so bad?




Evening Read


Photo-illustration by The Atlantic. Sources: Edward Bottomley / Getty; Dario Belingheri / Getty.



Science Is Winning the Tour de France

By Matt Seaton

For fans of the Tour de France, the word extraterrestrial has a special resonance--and not a fun, Spielbergian one. In 1999 the French sports newspaper L'Equipe ran a photo of Lance Armstrong on its front page, accompanied by the headline "On Another Planet." This was not, in fact, complimenting the American athlete for an out-of-this-world performance in cycling's premier race, but was code for "he's cheating."
 At that point, L'Equipe's dog-whistling accusation of doping was based on mere rumor. More than a decade passed before the U.S. Anti-Doping Agency declared Armstrong guilty of doping. His remarkable streak of seven Tour wins was wiped from the record, but misgivings about extraterrestrial performances have never left the event.


Read the full article.



Culture Break

See. Check out these photos of the week from an animal shelter in Colombia, a mountain church service in Germany, a memorial to Ozzy Osbourne in England, the World Aquatics Championships in Singapore, and much more.

Examine. Hulk Hogan embodied the role of larger-than-life pro-wrestling hero with unwavering showmanship, even as controversy and complexity shadowed his legacy, Jeremy Gordon writes.

Play our daily crossword.

Rafaela Jinich 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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How I Came to Be in the Epstein Files

A conspiracy wrapped in a conspiracy theory wrapped in an enigma

by Alexandra Petri




I was taking soup to the orphans, as usual, when a young man I'd never before met seized me by the arm. "Donald," he said. "My name is Barack Obama, although that's not important right now. In fact, you've already forgotten it. Before I matriculate at Harvard Law School, I must introduce you to someone who's going to change your life."

I looked at my watch. It was 1987.

"Who?" I asked.

"A man with whom you have nothing in common," the mysterious figure went on. "Not one single thing. Not even enigmas. His name is Jeffrey."

"Great!" I said. I loved to be introduced to people, in case they could help me with the orphans or connect me to a good sackcloth dealer. I was wearing a lot of sackcloth at that time, out of humility. I put down the biography of William McKinley that I had been reading in order to learn whether tariffs were good or bad. I had hoped that I could read it to the orphans, after we finished with the soup. But that could wait. "Please, introduce me."



Thus began almost two decades of association that were nothing but miserable for me. I don't know if you have any friends with whom you have nothing in common, but that was how it was with me and this guy. I assume! I never found out what he did, or how exactly he made his money, or even what his interests were. I would look at him and think, What a head of hair! "Even better than William McKinley's!" I would mouth silently to myself. Then I would notice that, below the hair, his mouth was moving, and I'd try to guess what he had been saying, so that I could answer appropriately. Usually, I would just laugh and say, "You know that's right!"

"You're a pal," Jeffrey would tell me. I wondered if I really was a pal. I spent so little time understanding what he had to say, and so much time lost in my own world, thinking about William McKinley and wondering what tariffs were. Tariffs--what a beautiful sound that word has. Tariff: the tip of the tongue taking a trip from the glorious Ta to the explosion of riff!



Again and again, my new friend would drag me to parties that I had no interest in attending. I was miserable. I sat in the front row at the Victoria's Secret fashion show with my biography of William McKinley open on my lap. But it was hard to read in the dark room, and I was not getting to the part that explained what tariffs were as fast as I would have liked.

"I don't want to go to another of Jeffrey's island soirees," I complained at one point. "I just want to stay in and read up about tariffs. I don't feel that I understand them yet." Everybody knows how much I love reading and how zealously I guard my reading time.

"No," the mysterious man said. "It's very important that you attend these parties. We need you in pictures. It's for the conspiracy."

I could tell the conspiracy was very important to him, so I always wound up going.



"Come on the plane," Jeffrey said once. "It's called the Lolita Express."

"Sure," I said. This was the most excited I had been in some time. I had no idea that Jeffrey also loved Nabokov. "I love a literary classic with an unreliable narrator."

On the plane, I was disappointed. I searched it up and down for books to read but did not find any. Not even The Art of Translation! 

"You should call your next plane the Ada, or Ardor: A Family-Chronicle Express," I suggested. Jeffrey didn't laugh. Now that I think back, I am beginning to doubt that Jeffrey had even read Lolita!





Jeffrey claims I met Melania on his plane, but I am certain I was with the orphans that week. Once I asked Melania about it.

"Have you ever been on that plane?" I asked. "Is that where we met? I don't think that would have been how."

She shrugged. "Could be. I do a lot of conspiracy things, what with all the body doubles. What do you remember?"

"I remember approaching you. I said, 'I respect women too much to have any sense of what you look like physically, but there is something about your soul that makes me think of tariffs.' And then you said, 'Oh, no.' And I said, 'No, it's good. Tariff is the most beautiful word in the English language.'"

"That does sound more like you," she said.



Jeffrey kept inviting me to parties or, worse, urging me to throw parties of my own with themes that he suggested. I didn't want to, but never told him so. That would have been impolite.

"I'm having a party," I told Jeffrey once. "The theme is respect for women. I respect women so much that I feel bad even singling them out to say that I respect them, because really they're just people. It's a party about that, and I'd like you to be there."

"That's not a good theme," he said. "Do a different theme instead." So we did Jeffrey's theme. I was very unhappy about it. We were the only two people there. I spent the whole party in the corner with my book about William McKinley, trying to get to the tariff part. I didn't, though. It was too loud.



The mysterious man who introduced me to Jeffrey in the first place came back in roughly 2002. He had a book for Jeffrey that he wanted me to sign. "Do a picture," he suggested.

"But," I said, "I never write a picture."

"It's okay," he said. He had an autopen with him. "I always carry this, for conspiracy reasons." He used the pen to make a very obscene doodle and then pointed for me to sign my name to it. There was text above it.

"What does the text say?" I asked. "It doesn't imply I share a creepy secret with this man, does it? I am beginning to think that he is not on the level, and I wouldn't like to have it in writing that we had shared a creepy secret if, say, he were later revealed to be a terrible pedophile."

"It says, 'I love tariffs!'" the man said.

"Great," I said. I signed it enthusiastically.



Over the years, the man kept coming to me and asking me to pose for pictures or make incriminating videotapes "for the files." I should have asked more about the files, now that I think about it. "What are the files for?" I should have said. But he was clearly so passionate about them that I did not want to rain on his parade. When pressed, he said, "Conspiracies to do with the 2016 election," or, "Conspiracies to do with the 2020 election," or, "Conspiracies generally," or, "Ask Dan Bongino."

"We're going to put all of this into files," he explained. "Reams and reams of really damning stuff. And then we're going to keep them secret. And you need to keep asking for them. Don't take no for an answer."

"This conspiracy confuses me," I said. "You have spent decades painstakingly assembling this file, but you also will hide it from everyone, and I have to ask for it to be released?"

"Yes," he said. "But then you have to stop asking for it to be released. Abruptly, and as suspiciously as you can. Indeed, if Congress shows any interest in having it released, have the speaker of the House shut them down for the summer."

"But," I said, "why would Congress listen to me?"

"He'll listen," the man said, and winked. "You'll be the president, although many of the people who voted for you will be people who have felt for a long time that there is a secret conspiracy of elite pedophiles and that you are the one to help them blow it wide open. So they might not be happy when you start calling the files 'boring.'"

"Why would they care so much?"

"The idea that there are secretly elite cabals of pedophiles wherever you look has been the stuff of conspiracy theories for years. Your supporters will be particularly interested in such things." He paused. "But this time there's an actual man preying on actual girls. That'll be the horrible thing about this: a lurid conspiracy theory wrapped around real horrors that happened to real girls." He got quiet for a moment.

I was thinking about something else. "You said I would be president," I said, my voice hushed with wonder. "Can I do tariffs, as president? Like William McKinley did?"

He shrugged. "Sure, I guess. Is that really your only question about this?"

I nodded. "Tariffs are all I think about." I halted for a moment. "And they're--they're a good idea, right? Tariffs?"

"Are they a good idea? Are they a good idea?" He laughed. "Why, you might as well ask if there is reason to cast doubt on the legitimacy of my birth certificate!"

I frowned. "Is there?" He didn't answer. "Is there?"

But he had already vanished into the parking lot, clutching his precious files.
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The Administration Wants Military Women to Know Their Place

Pete Hegseth seems to be on a mission to erase women from the top ranks of the U.S. armed forces.

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.


Updated at 7.44 p.m. ET


President Donald Trump and Secretary of Defense Pete Hegseth seem to be on a mission to erase women from the top ranks of the U.S. armed forces. Last week, they took another step along this path by removing the first female head of the United States Naval Academy, in Annapolis, Maryland.

The Naval Academy was founded in 1845, but didn't admit its first class of women until 1976. The head of the school is known as the superintendent, and Annapolis would not get its first female admiral in that position until 2024. Now the first woman to serve as the "supe" has been reassigned and replaced by a man, and for the first time in the academy's history, the role went to a Marine. Last week, the Navy removed Vice Admiral Yvette Davids from her post and replaced her with Lieutenant General Michael Borgschulte. (Maybe Hegseth thinks Marines are more lethal, to use his favorite Pentagon worship word.) Davids has been sent to the Pentagon, where she will be a deputy chief of naval operations, a senior--but relatively invisible--position.

No reason was given for reassigning Davids. Superintendents typically serve for three to five years, but Davids was pulled from the job after 18 months. (A short tenure can be a sign of some sort of problem; for what it's worth, the secretary of the Navy, John Phelan--who has never served in the Navy and has no background in national-defense issues--offered rote praise when announcing her de facto firing as the supe.)

Trump and Hegseth have been on a firing spree throughout the military, especially when it comes to removing women from senior positions. This past winter, the administration fired Admiral Lisa Franchetti, the first female chief of naval operations; Admiral Linda Fagan, the first female Coast Guard commandant; and Lieutenant General Jennifer Short, who was serving as the senior military assistant to the secretary of defense, all within weeks of one another. I taught for many years at the U.S. Naval War College, where I worked under its first female president, Vice Admiral Shoshana Chatfield. In 2023, she became the U.S. military representative to the NATO Military Committee--and then she was fired in April, apparently in part because of a presentation she gave on Women's Equality Day 10 years ago.

At this point, women have been cleared out of all of the military's top jobs. They are not likely to be replaced by other women: Of the three dozen four-star officers on active duty in the U.S. armed forces, none is female, and none of the administration's pending appointments for senior jobs even at the three-star level is a woman.

Some observers might see a pattern here.

Discerning this pattern does not exactly require Columbo-level sleuthing. Hegseth's antipathy toward women in the armed forces was well documented back in 2024 by none other than Hegseth himself. In his book The War on Warriors, Hegseth decried what he believed was "social engineering" by the American left: "While the American people had always rejected the radical-feminist so-called 'Equal Rights Amendment,' Team Obama could fast-track their social engineering through the military's top-down chain of command." (This is probably why Hegseth also fired the chair of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, General C. Q. Brown, who is a Black man; Brown was let go for ostensibly being too interested in promoting diversity in the armed forces.)

Not that the secretary hates women, you should understand. Some of his best friends ... well, as he put it in his book last year: "It's not that individual women can't be courageous, ambitious, and honorable. I know many phenomenal female soldiers. The problem is that the Left needs every woman to be as successful as every man, so they've redefined success in a counterproductive way."

I'm sure that the more than 225,000 American women who serve their country in uniform are relieved to know that they, too, can be courageous, and all that other great stuff. But Hegseth seems to be implying that many women in today's military might have had their fitness reports massaged "in a counterproductive way" to meet some sort of "woke" quota. And that, you see, is why the U.S. military's most-senior female officers had to be removed: They were clearly part of some affirmative-action scheme. Thank you for your service, ladies, but let's remember that the Pentagon's E-Ring is for the men.

Oddly, Hegseth has no problem with "social engineering" as long as it's engineering something closer to 1955 than 2025. Indeed, he writes, the military "has always been about social engineering--forging young men (mostly) with skills, discipline, pride, and a brotherhood." One might think that the goal is also to instill respect for one's comrades, regardless of gender, and to defend the country and honor the Constitution, but Hegseth is more worried about what he fears is the distracting influence of women in the military. "Men and women are different," he writes, "with men being more aggressive." (I read this in Cliff Clavin's voice: "Yes, Diane ... hold on to your hat, too, because the very letters DNA are an acronym for the words Dames are Not Aggressive.") Hegseth goes on: "Men act differently toward women than they do other men. Men like women and are distracted by women. They also want to impress, and protect, women."

In other words, after forging these neo-Spartans with some of the finest training from the most powerful military the world has ever known, Americans still must worry that these carbon-steel warriors, ready to do battle with any number of global menaces, might have their "lethality" sabotaged by the fluttering eyelashes and shapely gams of their sisters in arms.

I was teaching senior officers, male and female, from all branches of the armed forces when Hegseth was still in high school. His view of women in the U.S. military would be beneath serious comment were he not, through the malpractice of the Republican majority in the U.S. Senate, the sitting secretary of defense. Instead of defending the nation--or keeping track of the security of his own communications--he is trying to make the American military inhospitable to half of the nation's population.

As Nora Bensahel, a scholar of civil-military relations at Johns Hopkins University, told me, the firing of Davids and other women "is deliberately sending a chilling message to the women who are already serving in uniform, and to girls who may be thinking about doing so, that they are not welcome--even though the military would not be able to meet its recruiting numbers without those very same women."

Today is my late mother's birthday. She enlisted in the Air Force and served during the Korean War. She came from a poor family, and had to leave the military when her father was dying. But she was deeply proud of her service in America's armed forces; I remember watching her march in uniform in hometown parades. She would be heartbroken--and furious--to know that more than a half century after her service, the message to the women of the United States from the current commander in chief and his secretary of defense amounts to a sexist warning: Feel free to join the military and serve your country--but know your place.

Related: 

	The backdoor way that Pete Hegseth could keep women out of combat
 	Trump's new favorite general






Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	What Trump's feud with Jerome Powell is really about
 	Trump's social-media habit is getting weirder.
 	The hype man of Trump's mass deportations




Today's News

	House Speaker Mike Johnson blocked a potential floor vote on the release of additional files in the Jeffrey Epstein case until at least September.
 	The Trump administration released more than 240,000 pages of long-sealed FBI files on Martin Luther King Jr. last night, prompting warnings from his family about the potential misuse of surveillance records to distort his legacy.
 	President Donald Trump met with Philippine President Ferdinand Marcos Jr. at the White House and agreed to a trade deal that imposes a 19 percent tariff on goods from the Philippines.




Evening Read


A narrow street in Corfu's Old Town Alice Zoo for The Atlantic



Chasing le Carre in Corfu

By Honor Jones

Black dress, pink coat, thick beige stockings. This is the third time I've seen her. She walks down the middle of the street outside my window, her head bent forward under its helmet of grandmother hair. She carries her handbag like a briefcase with a bomb in it. She has the look of someone whose friends are all dead.
 I saw her first outside Saint Spyridon Church, lighting a candle. And then again in Spianada Square, among the scootering children. I lean out the window to watch her disappear around the corner. Maybe there's nothing suspicious about it. Corfu is a small city, on a small island in Greece. From my hotel room I can see the green edge of the cricket pitch where, in John le Carre's A Perfect Spy, the Czech agent, Axel, chased Magnus Pym in slow, limping circles.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	Medicaid cuts will be a disaster for ERs.
 	Democracy upside down
 	Trump is stringing Ukraine along.
 	AI slop might finally cure our internet addiction.
 	Like AC for the outdoors
 	Alexandra Petri: Are you laughing yet?




Culture Break


Universal Pictures / Alamy



Watch. Stephanie Bai asked The Atlantic's writers and editors to name the rare movies that are actually better than the books they're based on, and their picks might surprise you.

Read. Stephanie Wambugu's novel, Lonely Crowds, explores the emotional complexity of a childhood friendship as it stretches into adulthood, Bekah Waalkes writes.

Play our daily crossword.



P.S.


Courtesy of Tom Nichols



I hope that readers of the Daily won't mind a personal reminiscence. My mother used to tell me, when I was a boy in the 1960s, that if any other kid used the old insult "Your mother wears Army boots," I should always correct them: "Air Force boots." Here's a picture of my mother, barely an adult, in her uniform. She joined alongside her sister, and both of them went to basic training in Texas--at that time, the farthest from home my mother had ever been. She later was assigned to do office work at an Air Force base in Massachusetts. Like other poor kids from rough backgrounds, she found order and a home, however briefly, in the military, and was proud of her service 'til the end of her life.

-- Tom


Courtesy of Tom Nichols





This article originally misidentified who was responsible for firing Admiral Linda Fagan.
 
 Rafaela Jinich 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.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/newsletters/archive/2025/07/hegseths-purge-of-women-from-us-military-leadership/683631/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





    
      
        
          	
            Newsletters | The ...
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            Notes | The Atlantic
          
        

      

      The Atlantic Photo

      
        
          	
            Newsletters | The ...
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            Notes | The Atlantic
          
        

      

    

  
    
      
        
          	
            The Atlantic Photo
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
        

      

      Notes | The Atlantic

      
        
          	
            The Atlantic Photo
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
        

      

    

  