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        Trump Just Did What Not Even Nixon Dared
        Tim Naftali

        "Is it Goldstein again?" Richard Nixon demanded.In July of 1971, the president was infuriated that an unnamed official at the Bureau of Labor Statistics had seemed to downplay the administration's progress on reducing unemployment while briefing reporters. His suspicions fell on Harold Goldstein, the longtime civil servant and BLS official in charge of the jobs numbers, who had attracted his ire for other comments earlier in the year. Nixon ordered his political counselor, Charles Colson, to inve...

      

      
        The Power of Politeness
        Arthur C. Brooks

        Want to stay current with Arthur's writing? Sign up to get an email every time a new column comes out."A dying culture invariably exhibits personal rudeness," wrote Robert Heinlein in his 1982 futuristic novel, Friday. "A loss of politeness, of gentle manners, is more significant than is a riot." What, 40 years ago, were the science-fiction adventures of a technologically enhanced "artificial person" turned out also to be prophecy when we consider today's digital networks of anonymous humans and ...

      

      
        The Epstein 'Client List' Will Never Go Away
        Kaitlyn Tiffany

        Jeffrey Epstein's "client list" is the conspiracy theory that may never die. A secret document detailing all of the elite clients that Epstein allegedly sex-trafficked minors to--it's something of a grail for QAnon adherents, TMZ watchers, and serious news readers alike. There is no proof that such a thing exists.Yet President Donald Trump himself suggested that it did during his campaign, and pledged to release it before a disastrous backtrack from the Department of Justice last month. Now, in a ...

      

      
        Does the Stock Market Know Something We Don't?
        Roge Karma

        Can anything stop the stock market? The U.S. economy recently weathered the worst pandemic in 100 years, the worst inflation in 40 years, and the highest interest rates in 20 years. Yet from 2019 through 2024, the S&P 500 grew by an average of nearly 20 percent a year, about double its historical average rate. Despite President Donald Trump's erratic economic policies, which include the highest tariffs since the 19th century, the market is already up by about 8 percent in 2025.As the stock market...

      

      
        My Father, Guitar Guru to the Rock Gods
        Nancy Walecki

        Photographs by Peyton FulfordIn August 2000, when I was 2 years old, my mother put me in a maroon velvet dress and stuck foam earplugs in my ears. She carried me through the backstage corridors of the Santa Monica Civic Auditorium--the same venue where, in 1964, James Brown gave one of the most ecstatic performances of his career. It's where, in 1972, George Carlin first listed the "Seven Words You Can Never Say on Television."My mother remembers the night in flashes. David Crosby--walrus mustache,...

      

      
        My Brother and the Relationship That Could Have Been
        Liz Krieger

        The day my brother died, the dogwoods were in bloom. I sat by my bedroom windowsill, painting my nails. Junior prom was just hours away. I was 16. My brother, Alex, was 18--just 22 months older than me.The car accident happened on a highway in upstate New York in the early morning. My brother was driving a group of his college classmates to an ultimate-frisbee tournament. Over time, my family has settled on the theory that he fell asleep at the wheel, though for a while my parents thought it was m...

      

      
        Children's Health Care Is in Danger
        Annie Lowrey

        Alison Chandra was thrilled and gutted. She was pregnant with a much-wanted second child. But her baby had a rare disease called Heterotaxy, causing heart defects and organ abnormalities. He might not survive, her doctors warned her, describing his condition as "likely incompatible with life."Chandra is a nurse. She "grew up on the far right, and very staunchly in that pro-life, single-issue-voter camp," she told me. "That was the first time that I had to come face-to-face with what being pro-lif...

      

      
        Israel's Settler Right Is Preparing to Annex Gaza
        Yair Rosenberg

        After Hamas massacred some 1,200 Israelis on October 7, 2023, the Israeli settler right converged on a plan. In 2005, Israel had uprooted about 8,000 settlers from Gaza, ceding the territory to Palestinian control. Many of the settlers never forgave the state for removing them; now they saw a chance to return. And so while other Israelis mourned, the hard right went to work, methodically building a political movement to retake the Gaza Strip, annex it, and repopulate it with Jewish settlements. A...

      

      
        The 48-Hour Fentanyl Clock
        Ethan Brooks

        Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube | Overcast | Pocket CastsAt the onset of the AIDS crisis in the early 1980s, U.S. cities began trying new ways to stop the spread of infection among drug users. Ideas that were first seen as radical, such as needle exchanges, quickly caught on--because they worked. San Francisco is one the first places where such programs took root. Now it's one of the places questioning whether they should still exist.This is the second episode in a three-part se...

      

      
        Donald Trump Doesn't Want You to Read This Article
        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.Donald Trump doesn't want you to read this article.Don't let it go to your head, and I won't let it go to mine; we're not special. He doesn't want anyone reading anything about Jeffrey Epstein, or his own relationship with the late sex offender. And yet his intensive efforts to change the subject to som...

      

      
        How Democrats Tied Their Own Hands on Redistricting
        Russell Berman

        As New York Governor Kathy Hochul denounced the GOP's aggressive attempt to gerrymander Democrats into political oblivion this week, she lamented her party's built-in disadvantage. "I'm tired of fighting this fight with my hand tied behind my back," she told reporters.As political metaphors go, it's not a bad one. Hochul omitted a key detail, however: Democrats provided the rope themselves. For more than a decade, they've tried to be the party of good government on redistricting. But Democrats' s...

      

      
        The War Over America's Birthday Party
        Michael Scherer

        President Donald Trump's attempted takeover of America's 250th-anniversary celebration began this past spring when his team drew up a $33 million fundraising plan for a series of events starring the president, including a military parade in Washington. America250 had been founded by Congress as a bipartisan effort, with a mission to engage "350 million Americans for the 250th." But Trump kicked off the final year of preparations with a political rally at the Iowa State Fairgrounds, attacking Demo...

      

      
        How Many Times Can Science Funding Be Canceled?
        Katherine J. Wu

        Last week, the National Institutes of Health finally got some good news. A Senate subcommittee voted, with support from both parties, to increase the agency's $48 billion budget--a direct rebuke to the Trump administration's proposed budget, which would have slashed the agency's funding some 40 percent. After the administration spent months battering the NIH with funding freezes, mass firings, and waves of grant terminations, that Senate vote was one of the only clear signals since January that at...

      

      
        Enough With the Mom Guilt Already
        Maytal Eyal

        The other day, I came across a video of a psychotherapist in training acting out a scene of a distracted mother ignoring her child. "Hey, Mom, can you play with me?" the therapist asks, mimicking the kid. "Not now," she responds as the mom, gripping her phone. "I'm busy." The therapist warns that the "unavailable mother" can create lasting "insecure attachment," potentially relegating a child to a future of anxiety, self-doubt, and dysfunctional relationships. What struck me most was not so much ...

      

      
        The Tech Novel's Warning for a Screen-Addled Age
        Sarah Rose Etter

        A few years ago, my father died suddenly of a heart attack. The days that followed were harrowing. My mother, brother, and I wailed endlessly in my childhood home; I felt an exquisite sorrow, one I'd never known before. But a strange thing happened three days after he died. I was scrolling Instagram, looking at other, happier people. Suddenly, the house was silent. No one was crying. I looked up and realized that all three of us were on our phones, blue screens lighting up our faces, all of our f...

      

      
        Ukraine Won't Surrender
        David Frum

        Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube | Overcast | Pocket CastsOn this episode of The David Frum Show, The Atlantic's David Frum opens with a warning about the crumbling of U.S. support for Ukraine under President Donald Trump. He lays out how the Trump administration has slowed the flow of weapons to Ukraine, undermined sanctions on Russia, and made empty promises about future action while spending more money upgrading Trump's private jet than aiding Ukraine's defense.Then David is ...

      

      
        Captain Ron's Guide to Fearless Flying
        Elaine Godfrey

        On a hot Saturday evening in May, I reported to Terminal 4 of Phoenix's Sky Harbor airport. There, in a small conference room behind an unmarked door, I put on a name tag and joined 18 other nervous-looking people hoping to be cured by Captain Ron.Captain Ron (real name Ron Nielsen) is a 78-year-old former commercial pilot who teaches a free class for nervous fliers roughly once a month. He has the wholesome look of a small-town minister: rectangular glasses, short-cropped white hair, and a whims...

      

      
        Trump Wasted No Time Derailing His Own AI Plan
        Thomas Wright

        President Donald Trump recently released his plan for the United States to win the global race for AI dominance. The document has some good ideas about expanding domestic infrastructure, encouraging other countries to adopt American AI models, and imposing export controls on advanced semiconductor chips. But over the past few months, Trump has undermined his own goals and ceded much of America's leverage to foreign powers. By setting the U.S. back in the AI race, he has created a host of strategi...

      

      
        The Atlantic's September Cover Story: Anne Applebaum Reports From Sudan, "This Is What the End of the Liberal World Order Looks Like"
        The Atlantic

        For The Atlantic's September cover story, "This Is What the End of the Liberal World Order Looks Like," staff writer Anne Applebaum reports from Sudan, where a devastating civil war has plunged the country into anarchy. As Applebaum documents, the retreat of USAID has only exacerbated the humanitarian catastrophe. Sudan's suffering, she writes, offers a stark preview of what will follow the collapse of the liberal world order and the retreat of U.S. leadership: not a more just world, but a descen...

      

      
        Hegseth's Headlong Pursuit of Academic Mediocrity
        Eliot A. Cohen

        The Trump administration is right about many of the failures of elite universities, particularly when compared with character-oriented institutions such as the United States Army. Consider the case of Secretary of Defense Pete Hegseth, who was admitted to and graduated from prestigious degree programs at top universities but resigned from the Army National Guard at the lowly rank of major. The Army, unlike Princeton and Harvard, knew a petulant, insecure mediocrity when it saw one.For whatever re...

      

      
        The Most Nihilistic Conflict on Earth
        Anne Applebaum

        Photographs by Lynsey AddarioThis article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.In the weeks before they surrendered control of Khartoum, the Rapid Support Forces sometimes took revenge on civilians. If their soldiers lost territory to the Sudanese Armed Forces during the day, the militia's commanders would turn their artillery on residential neighborhoods at night. On several consecutive evenings in March, we heard these attacks from Omdurman, on the other s...

      

      
        What, Exactly, Is the 'Russia Hoax'?
        David A. Graham

        This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.One of Donald Trump's tells is his talk of the "Russia hoax." When that phrase passes his lips, it's a sign that the president is agitated about something.In the past two weeks, for example, as questions about the administration's handling of files related to Jeffrey Epstein have dominated headlines, Tr...

      

      
        Where Have the Proud Boys Gone?
        Ali Breland

        Last week, the Department of Homeland Security debuted a recruitment strategy to expand the ranks of ICE: sign-on bonuses. Thanks to a rush of cash from the One Big Beautiful Bill Act, the department announced that it's offering up to $50,000 to newly hired federal law-enforcement agents. The offer caught the eye of one group that seemed to be particularly pleased by the government's exciting career opportunity. On Telegram, an account linked to the Toledo, Ohio, chapter of the Proud Boys declare...

      

      
        The Pro-Israel Right Is Shifting the Definition of Anti-Semitism
        Jonathan Chait

        Whatever quarrels one might have with Senator Bernie Sanders, his thinking would seem to be immune from medieval anti-Semitic influence. Yet last month, after Sanders denounced "the Netanyahu government's extermination of Gaza," the pro-Israel group AIPAC attacked Sanders's statement as a "hate-filled rant" and "despicable blood libel."Extraordinary claims--such as the charge that the Jewish senator from Vermont is anti-Semitic to the point of spreading ancient slanders against his own people--requ...

      

      
        Feeding a Family of Seven in Gaza
        Ghada Abdulfattah

        Asala Ferany sat cross-legged inside her tent in a camp near Deir al-Balah, trying to soothe her youngest child. Nada, barely more than a year old, clung to her mother's neck with tiny, weak arms. The midday heat, nearly 90 degrees Fahrenheit, seeped through the plastic tarp above them. Sweat trickled down Asala's face, and she had to leave the tent to get some air.Nada hadn't eaten since the night before, and the only thing left to feed her was a sachet of peanut paste--one of the last things Asa...
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Trump Just Did What Not Even Nixon Dared

This isn't the first time the BLS commissioner aroused presidential ire. But at least Nixon faced constraints.&nbsp;&nbsp;

by Tim Naftali




"Is it Goldstein again?" Richard Nixon demanded.

In July of 1971, the president was infuriated that an unnamed official at the Bureau of Labor Statistics had seemed to downplay the administration's progress on reducing unemployment while briefing reporters. His suspicions fell on Harold Goldstein, the longtime civil servant and BLS official in charge of the jobs numbers, who had attracted his ire for other comments earlier in the year. Nixon ordered his political counselor, Charles Colson, to investigate. If it had been Goldstein, he said, "he's got to be fired."

When three hours elapsed without Colson reporting back, the president called Colson twice within the span of two minutes, insisting that Goldstein had to be guilty. "Give Goldstein, the goddamn kike, a polygraph!" he yelled into the phone.

By the next morning, Nixon's animus toward Goldstein had hardened into the conviction that the inconvenient numbers from the BLS reflected a problem much larger than one civil servant. He asked his chief of staff, Bob Haldeman, to conduct a review. "I want a look at any sensitive areas around where Jews are involved, Bob," he said. "See, the Jews are all through the government, and we have got to get in those areas. We've got to get a man in charge who is not Jewish to control the Jewish. Do you understand?" Haldeman affirmed that he did. "The government is full of Jews," Nixon continued. "Second, most Jews are disloyal."

What had started as a fit of pique over jobs numbers was swiftly metastasizing into an extraordinary abuse of presidential power.

Students and survivors of the Nixon era can be excused for feeling a little deja vu when they heard the news at the end of last week that President Donald Trump had fired Erika McEntarfer, the BLS commissioner. Trump claimed that the bureau's latest jobs report was "a scam" that was "RIGGED in order to make the Republicans, and ME, look bad." As the first federal director of the Richard Nixon Presidential Library and Museum, I quickly thought of the summer of 1971.

James Surowiecki: What's holding Trump back from firing Powell

For most of its history, the BLS has been as professionally obscure as it has been essential. The bureau's economists produce the respected and strictly nonpartisan numbers that the White House, Congress, investors, and American workers rely on to know how the enormous and complex U.S. economy is doing--and how likely their next wage increase, job opportunity, or pink slip might be. For presidents to be unhappy with the numbers they get from the BLS is commonplace. But it's not normal for them to take their disappointment or rage out on the economists who compile them.

In the summer of 1971, Nixon was in the grip of dark conspiratorial thinking. He had been looking forward to positive press from his daughter Tricia's June White House wedding. Instead, The New York Times published the Pentagon Papers--a classified multivolume compendium of national-security materials pulled together for Lyndon B. Johnson's secretary of defense Robert McNamara to explain why the United States had gotten into the quagmire of Vietnam. When the former Johnson-era national-security analyst Daniel Ellsberg announced that he was the papers' leaker, Nixon became convinced that his administration was under assault from smart, well-connected enemies of his Vietnam strategy. So when the BLS official told reporters that a drop in the unemployment rate from 6.2 to 5.6 percent was "a statistical fluke," Nixon became convinced that Jews within the government were out to sabotage his administration.

Haldeman, although himself an anti-Semite, worried that Nixon's rage could cause chaos across the government. He decided to try to satisfy the president by focusing only on the BLS. He asked a White House staffer named Frederic Malek to determine how many Jews were in the BLS, and to recommend what to do with them. Knowing that White House documents should not reflect what this investigation was really about, Malek and his assistant used the code word ethnics in their memos as they counted Jews. In February, during Nixon's earlier bout of rage, Malek had determined that Goldstein had not acted in a partisan manner. But now, instead of questioning his partisan loyalties, Nixon fixated instead on his faith.

The president didn't get all that he wanted. Although Labor Secretary James Hodgson refused to subject Goldstein to a polygraph test, Nixon didn't fire Hodgson for his defiance. He also didn't immediately force out the head of the BLS, Geoffrey Moore, who worked for Hodgson. When Malek found that there were 19 "ethnics" among the 52 top officials working at the BLS, Nixon respected the civil-service protections that shielded most of them, including Goldstein, from dismissal. Instead, he had a supervisor placed above Goldstein and removed some of his responsibilities. Peter Henle, another Jewish economist in the bureau, was transferred out.

After winning reelection in 1972, Nixon required resignations from all of his political appointees. Nixon ignored most of them, but he accepted Moore's, and the BLS commissioner left a few months shy of the end of his four-year term in 1973. Moore--who wasn't even Jewish--was the only person to lose his job because of Nixon's anti-Semitic paranoia.

Nixon's motives were worse than Trump's. But in most other respects, the events of the past week provide a vivid illustration of how much more dangerous attempts to abuse presidential authority have become.

Unlike Trump, who lashed out publicly against McEntarfer, Nixon was afraid to own his bad behavior. He did not force out his BLS commissioner in 1971, instead waiting for the chance to accept his resignation two years later. Not wanting his hands to be dirty--as defined by the presidential norms of his era--Nixon constrained himself to abuse power only indirectly. He had no desire to risk public disapproval by firing bureaucrats for specious and explosive reasons.

David Frum: Sorry, Richard Nixon

Moreover, the Haldeman system for running the White House that Nixon first authorized and then tolerated sought to control an impulsive president, not fully empower him. Nixon lacked perfect instruments to carry out his desires; his environment wasn't greased for enabling. Although he was clear that he wanted to fire a large number of government workers because of their religious background, he proved unwilling or unable to follow through.

Trump exhibits no such constraints. The loyal voters who give him his grip on Congress don't seem to care what norms he violates. Neither Trump's Cabinet members nor his White House staff are willing to serve as a check on presidential bad behavior. And so last week, Trump did what not even Nixon had dared, becoming the first president ever to fire his BLS commissioner.

When he is seized by his dark passions, our current president doesn't even have a Haldeman.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2025/08/trump-nixon-bls-commissioner-fired/683783/?utm_source=feed
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The Power of Politeness

Being courteous can be challenging in these times of online snark, but it is guaranteed to make you happier.

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.

"A dying culture invariably exhibits personal rudeness," wrote Robert Heinlein in his 1982 futuristic novel, Friday. "A loss of politeness, of gentle manners, is more significant than is a riot." What, 40 years ago, were the science-fiction adventures of a technologically enhanced "artificial person" turned out also to be prophecy when we consider today's digital networks of anonymous humans and bots, conversations between people and humanlike artificial intelligence, and a cratering of courtesy. This loss of gentle manners at almost every level is attributable, at least in part, to our adoption of these technologies.

Virtually everyone agrees that people are becoming ruder, especially online. But do you see this tendency in yourself as well? Even if you're not a sociopathic troll who feeds on incivility and conflict, you might all the same have noticed that you're less polite than you once were, and that online environments have contributed to this. You may have observed the passing of such small niceties as addressing others by name in your messages and signing off with your own name. Quite possibly, you find yourself adopting a harsher, more sarcastic tone on social media than you ever would in real life. And why bother saying "please" and "thank you" when communicating with what is, or might be, an AI bot?

This coarsening, even toward nonhuman entities, is not harmless. Indeed, it is probably hurting your well-being. When you become less polite, the alteration in your conduct can make you less happy, more depressed, and angrier about life. You may not be able to fix the broader trends in society, but you can--and should--fix this in yourself.

Read: How please stopped being polite

Politeness can be defined in four ways. The first two are: etiquette, which governs basic manners and speech, and conduct, which involves actions such as holding open a door for someone to pass. The other two are a pair: positive politeness, which refers to doing courteous things for others, and negative politeness, which involves refraining from discourtesy. Social scientists define these forms of politeness not just as a set of behaviors but as part of personality. Specifically, one of the Big Five Personality Traits--agreeableness--is made up of compassion and politeness. One well-regarded study from the 1990s estimated that the heritability of agreeableness is about 41 percent genetic, allowing us to infer that you inherit some politeness from your parents partly through your genes, but more through how you were brought up. This also implies that you can become more polite with good influences and by cultivating positive habits.

Some aspects of courtesy are fairly universal, such as saying please and thank you, as well as listening while others speak (positive politeness) without interrupting (negative politeness). Other courteous values vary around the world: Shaking hands is good manners in London but not in Bangkok; tipping a taxi driver is a common courtesy in New York but not in Tokyo. Some demographic variation in politeness also occurs, and gender norms can play a part too. For example, experiments show that American women generally receive more politeness than men do, and show less courteous behavior to men than vice versa.

None of us wants to be treated rudely, online or in person. The finding in studies that when someone is discourteous toward you they lower your well-being is so commonsense as to make citation scarcely necessary. Even witnessing rudeness toward others can lower your happiness, as experiments have shown: When media content contains sarcasm by the author and the comment sections are uncivil, readers become unhappier--even if they agree with the snarky writer or commenters. Rudeness just brings you down.

More surprising, perhaps, is the effect that your being courteous toward others has on your own mood. Researchers in 2021 showed that being polite to others raises happiness and lowers anger. This might be counterintuitive at first, because we may at times feel a powerful urge to be snippy--so doesn't that mean that snapping at someone should make us feel better? The reverse is the case: Being impolite is more like scratching at your poison-ivy rash. Giving in to the urge makes things worse. I doubt you've ever felt great when you've known, deep down, that you've been a jerk, whereas you've almost certainly felt better when you've been your better angel. Being prosocial, even when you don't feel like it or the object of your courtesy doesn't deserve it, has been proven to raise your mood.

The effect is so powerful that you benefit from being polite even when your courtesy is extended toward nonhumans. Psychologists writing in The Journal of Positive Psychology set research participants a task to perform alongside a helping robot named Tako: Those who had a stronger urge to thank Tako for its help afterward were more likely than others to behave in a prosocial way in a subsequent task. This finding suggests that even being civil to an AI bot or other nonhuman interface matters; yelling at Siri or being curt with ChatGPT will lead you to behave worse with other people, and lower your well-being.

Read: Three rules for politeness during a confusing social transition

In short, be polite for your own sake. And be aware that if tech-mediated interactions are making you less polite, that can still hurt your happiness. Quitting the internet or returning to a world without AI is impractical, so the solution to this challenge of courtesy lies in how you consciously decide to behave. Here are three rules for your conduct that I can suggest.

1. Make courtesy a habit, even when other humans are not involved.
 My late father had impeccable manners, and I have no doubt that if he were still alive, he would start every request to AI with please and finish it with thank you. Years ago, I would have made fun of that--Dad, the bot doesn't care!--but I'm sure he wouldn't have paid any attention, because I now understand that his good manners were a demonstration of decent behavior to himself, about himself. And they would have protected him from some of the unhappiness we see all around. So today, I try to imitate him, online and in person, whomever or whatever I'm interacting with.

2. Renounce snark, whether you're witnessing it or using it yourself.
 As noted, media sarcasm can lower your well-being as its consumer. Yet mockery of others seems an integral part of modern communication, especially among people who wish to seem sophisticated. I try not to participate in this, because even if, in the moment, it can feel satisfying or make me laugh, I know the cost to my soul. I no longer read comment sections in publications, and when an author throws out an impolite barb, I stop reading altogether.

3. Respond to rudeness not with rudeness, but with courtesy.
 If your happiness correspondent got into social-media spats or angry public battles, that would be a bad look and very off-brand. So I always refrain. But I try to go further than self-restraint: If I need to react to a rude in-person remark or mean online comment, I try to see it as an opportunity to improve my well-being by responding with courtesy and dignity. This gets easier with practice, and I have never once been sorry for passing on the opportunity to retaliate with a nasty zinger. I'm only sorry when I fail to make use of the opportunity to do the right thing and feel good about it.

Arthur C. Brooks: How to get the most happiness from your social life

One last thought about Heinlein's "dying culture" claim: Is it true that our culture is dying, given all the rudeness? And if so, are we too far gone to turn it around? On many days, things do look bleak, as online nastiness seems to become the dominant style. But my personal defense mechanism also aims to act as a countercultural force: I see politeness as today's punk rock because it so transgresses the spirit of our times. And like punk rock, when you empower yourself with politeness, you feel exhilarated. It is the ultimate exercise in freedom: the freedom to be the person I want to be in the face of a cultural tyranny.

Thank you for reading this column.



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. 




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2025/08/power-politeness-happiness/683710/?utm_source=feed
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The Epstein 'Client List' Will Never Go Away

How can you prove the absence of a secret file?

by Kaitlyn Tiffany




Jeffrey Epstein's "client list" is the conspiracy theory that may never die. A secret document detailing all of the elite clients that Epstein allegedly sex-trafficked minors to--it's something of a grail for QAnon adherents, TMZ watchers, and serious news readers alike. There is no proof that such a thing exists.



Yet President Donald Trump himself suggested that it did during his campaign, and pledged to release it before a disastrous backtrack from the Department of Justice last month. Now, in a poll released Monday, nearly two-thirds of Americans said they believe that the Trump administration is hiding something, and 71 percent said they still believe that the list is real. Meanwhile, Representative Marjorie Taylor Greene has demanded that the list be released, Democrats are pushing the narrative that the Trump administration is orchestrating a cover-up, and yesterday the House subpoenaed the DOJ for additional files related to the case.



To be clear, many unanswered and valid questions remain about Epstein. Before his death, he was charged with trafficking and abusing, as it read in the indictment, "a vast network" of dozens of underage girls. Many still wonder why he was permitted to carry on with his crimes for so long, whether other people who were complicit in them have escaped justice, and how much President Trump may have known while the two were friends. Trump's name reportedly appears in files that have been redacted by the FBI, though he has repeatedly denied personal knowledge of Epstein's crimes and says their relationship ended in 2004.

David A. Graham: Donald Trump doesn't want you to read this article

The specific idea of a client list, though, has taken on a life of its own. No one can demonstrate that the list doesn't exist, so people will continue to insist that it does--that it is being kept from them. There's a certain logic to their belief, because a similar document has been seen already. In 2015, Gawker published Epstein's address book, which was full of names of celebrities and politicians. He apparently kept meticulous records and liked putting all of his famous contacts together in one place. And so the idea of a client list feels plausible to many people because they've had a mental image of it for 10 years now.



Moreover, Trump has created a "where there's smoke there's fire" effect in the past several weeks. The president has vacillated among suggesting that he has no obligation to talk about Epstein, speculating that political foes may have fabricated parts of the Epstein file, attempting to placate his supporters by ordering the release of grand-jury testimony about the case (which cannot be unsealed, a federal judge ruled), and deflecting ("you ought to be talking about Bill Clinton").



There's a useful parallel between the government's handling of the Epstein case and its investigation into the John F. Kennedy assassination. That assassination, of course, launched a million conspiracy theories: Most Americans still believe that the shooter, Lee Harvey Oswald, did not act alone. One theory holds that the CIA was somehow involved, which has led people to search for hidden evidence within the government's own records--much as we've seen with the Epstein case.



In 1967, Jim Garrison, the district attorney of New Orleans, ended up going down this road. He was re-investigating the case after receiving tips that Oswald, a New Orleans native, had worked with locals in a plot to kill the president. Long and complicated story short, Garrison would eventually subpoena CIA Director Richard Helms, demanding that he produce a photograph that purportedly showed Oswald with a CIA officer in Mexico City in 1963--cementing a link between the killer and the intelligence agency.



There was only a slim reason to think such a photo might exist. Garrison was extrapolating from an existing controversy over a photo that the CIA had provided to the Warren Commission years before. That photo showed an unknown man in Mexico City; it was labeled as a photo of Oswald but was clearly not him. Garrison's theory was that there had been a swap. "It's perfectly clear that the actual picture of Oswald and his companion was suppressed and a fake photo substituted," he said. The government had no way to prove that he was wrong--to prove that there was no such photo. Garrison took his accusations all the way to a highly publicized trial in 1969. His theory of the case fell apart in court for unrelated reasons, but his many notions linger to this day. (He is the hero of the 1991 blockbuster film JFK.)



The Kennedy assassination still features many unknowns, and information is still being released about it in drips and drabs--previewing, perhaps, the future of disclosure around the Epstein case. Last month, the CIA released assassination files that researchers had been requesting for more than 20 years. They pertained to a specific CIA officer who some think may have known or worked with Oswald in New Orleans. In the 1970s, the same CIA officer was assigned to work with the House Select Committee on Assassinations and help them in their re-investigation of Kennedy's death. He was using a different name by then, and the committee did not know it was the same person. He blatantly deceived Congress and actually thwarted their efforts to understand whatever had happened in New Orleans. The latest batch of files still didn't reveal a direct connection between this officer and Oswald, but that hasn't put the issue to bed.

Read: Conspiracy theorists are turning on the president

That the CIA maintained its secrecy around the officer for decades is what has made curiosity linger. The historian Gerald Posner was one of the public figures (along with the novelist Don DeLillo and the writer Norman Mailer) who'd signed an open letter asking for the release of these files back in 2003, a decade after he wrote a definitive book affirming the theory that Oswald acted alone. He recently told me that he's disgusted with the CIA for taking so long to provide them--not because he thinks they shed new light on the Kennedy assassination but for just the opposite reason. He thinks they really don't, but that hiding them encourages people to speculate ever more darkly. The CIA drags its feet, and when the documents are finally released, they usually have "nothing to do with the assassination," Posner said. "But it's often too late to explain that."



This dynamic--in which defensiveness and reflexive secrecy lead to prolonged struggles over information that may or may not be important--has been a recurring problem throughout modern U.S. history. In her 2008 book, Real Enemies: Conspiracy Theories and American Democracy, World War 1 to 9/11, the historian Kathryn Olmsted argues that selective opacity is one of the key reasons that Americans distrust their government. The passage of the Freedom of Information Act in 1966 democratized access to information, she argues, yet also left citizens baffled and frustrated when documents were refused to them or granted only with heavy redactions. The government's "ambivalence" about providing information "sometimes had the effect of frightening citizens rather than reassuring them," Olmsted writes.



There are good reasons that not all of the Epstein files can be released--chief among them, the privacy of victims--but Americans are not wrong to think the government is being less transparent than it could be. The administration could release more than it has, which Congress is currently pressuring it to do. Within that context, why would people believe Trump or the FBI when they say that a client list doesn't exist? I posed this question to Mark Fenster, a professor at the University of Florida's law school who often writes about government transparency and conspiracy theories. Can you ever convince people that there is no list? "No, you can't," he said. "You can't convince people that all of the pertinent JFK-assassination documents have been released. You can't convince people who believe otherwise that all the truth is out on Jeffrey Epstein." (Especially because it currently isn't.) "That's just a flat no," he went on. "Rarely do I say flat nos, but that's just a flat no."



Like the Epstein case, Kennedy-assassination skepticism demonstrates two opposing impulses. The first, to speculate wildly. The second, to doggedly pursue more and better information, sometimes so stubbornly that it approaches irrationality in itself. These past few weeks have also brought to mind the Kennedy researcher Harold Weisberg, whose early books were a countercultural phenomenon and who was known for his diligent, insistent filling of FOIA requests. He wanted a specific report that he thought must exist about the spectrographic testing used on the Dallas crime-scene bullets; he was told that the FBI had looked for such a report and couldn't find anything. He appealed four times before the D.C. Circuit ruled in 1983 that he had to stop. The decision stated that if an agency could prove it had conducted a thorough search for the requested material, it did not also have to prove the negative--that the material never existed or had previously been destroyed. Yet, of course, the court couldn't compel him to stop wondering.



Nobody can make Americans stop wondering about a "client list" either. It can't stay on the front page indefinitely, but people won't forget about it. Epstein will become part of the American cultural backdrop, like Hunter Biden's computer, 9/11 trutherism, Kennedy, chemtrails, Roswell, and QAnon. At certain times, such conspiratorial thinking and refusal to accept the evidence will become dangerous--people will spin up fantasies that result in acts of defamation or threats of violence. At other times, it will just be part of the daily chatter.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/archive/2025/08/epstein-client-list-conspiracy-theory/683784/?utm_source=feed
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Does the Stock Market Know Something We Don't?

The uncomfortable fact about its historic run is that no one is sure why it's happening--or what could bring it to an end.

by Roge Karma




Can anything stop the stock market? The U.S. economy recently weathered the worst pandemic in 100 years, the worst inflation in 40 years, and the highest interest rates in 20 years. Yet from 2019 through 2024, the S&P 500 grew by an average of nearly 20 percent a year, about double its historical average rate. Despite President Donald Trump's erratic economic policies, which include the highest tariffs since the 19th century, the market is already up by about 8 percent in 2025.

As the stock market soars ever higher, the theories of why it rises have suffered the opposite fate. One by one, every favored explanation of what could be going on has been undermined by world events. The uncomfortable fact about the historic stock-market run is that no one really knows why it's happening--or what could bring it to an end.

According to textbook economics, the stock market's value reflects what are known as "fundamentals." An individual company's current stock price is derived from that firm's future-earnings potential, and is thus rooted in hard indicators such as profits and market share. The value of the market as a whole, in turn, tends to rise and fall with the state of the broader economy. According to the fundamentals theory, the market can experience the occasional speculative bubble, but reality will bite soon enough. Investors will inevitably realize that their stocks are overvalued and respond by selling them, lowering prices back to a level that tracks more closely with the value justified by their fundamentals--hence the term market correction.

The fundamentals story held up well until the 2008 financial crisis. Within six months of the U.S. banking system's collapse, the market fell by 46 percent. In response, the Federal Reserve cut interest rates to almost zero and pushed money back into the economy by purchasing trillions of dollars in securities from financial institutions.

The Fed's goal was to get the economy going again quickly. This didn't happen. For most of the 2010s, corporate earnings were modest, GDP and productivity growth were low, and the labor market remained weaker than it had been before the crisis. In other words, the fundamentals were not great. Yet the stock market soared. From 2010 to 2019, it tripled in value.

Roge Karma: The Federal Reserve's little secret

This gave rise to what became known as the "liquidity" theory of the market. In this telling, the force driving the ups and downs of markets was the Federal Reserve. As long as the central bank was willing to keep flooding the financial system with cash, that money would eventually find its way into the stock market, causing valuations to rise regardless of what was happening in the real economy.

The apotheosis of the liquidity theory came in early 2020: The stock market crashed when the coronavirus pandemic hit, and the Fed once again responded by turning on the money taps. By mid-summer, unemployment was still above 10 percent, but the stock market had already rebounded past its pre-pandemic peak.

But the liquidity theory's run was short-lived. In 2022, as inflation replaced unemployment as the economy's biggest problem, the central bank reversed course, quickly raising interest rates and selling its securities. As the liquidity theory would predict, the stock market took a nosedive, falling by close to 20 percent. Then something strange happened. The Fed continued to raise interest rates over the course of 2023, to their highest levels in two decades, and kept them there in 2024. It also drained about $2 trillion of liquidity from the financial system. Yet the market took off once again. The S&P 500 rose by nearly 25 percent in both 2023 and 2024, making it the market's best two-year run of the 21st century. "Between 2008 and 2022, the view on Wall Street was we were experiencing a liquidity-driven market," Mohamed El-Erian, an economist and the former CEO of the asset-management firm PIMCO, told me. "That wasn't at all the case in '23 and '24."

The stock market's performance in those years was unusual for another reason. More than half of the S&P 500's total growth in 2023 and 2024 was driven by the so-called Magnificent Seven companies: Apple, Amazon, Alphabet, Meta, Microsoft, Tesla, and Nvidia. During those two years alone, Tesla's value rose by 286 percent, Meta's by 355 percent, and Nvidia's by 861 percent. The biggest firms have always been responsible for a disproportionate share of the market's growth, but never had the gains been so acutely concentrated. The phenomenon couldn't be explained solely by superior business performance; the Magnificent Seven's stock prices had begun to exceed earnings by record amounts, implying that their valuations had more to do with expectations about future growth.

This gave rise to a new theory: The stock market was being supercharged by the coming AI revolution--or, at least, by belief in it. The Magnificent Seven's extreme surge began in early 2023, shortly after the release of ChatGPT, which kicked off a wave of interest and investment in the AI sector. The seven companies seem especially well positioned to prosper from the emerging technology, either because they provide crucial inputs to the development of AI models (Nvidia), are investing heavily in building their own models (Meta, Microsoft, Alphabet), or stand to benefit significantly from automation (Amazon, Tesla, Apple).

To some experts, the situation has all the markings of a speculative bubble. In a recent blog post, Torsten Slok, the chief economist at the asset-management firm Apollo, pointed out that the top 10 companies in the S&P 500 today are more overvalued--meaning their stock prices exceed their earnings by larger factors--than the top 10 companies at the height of the 1990s dot-com bubble were.

Take Nvidia, the chipmaker that recently became the first company in history to hit a $4 trillion valuation. Historically, the average price-to-earnings ratio for a company in the U.S. market has been about 18 to 1, which means that to buy a share of stock, investors are willing to pay $18 for every $1 of the company's yearly earnings. Nvidia's current price-to-earnings ratio is 57 to 1.

AI boosters argue that these valuations are justified by the technology's transformative potential; skeptics respond that the technology is far from being adopted at scale and, even if it eventually is, that there's no guarantee that these seven specific companies will be the ones to rake in the profits. "We've seen this story play out before," Jim Bianco, an investment analyst, told me, pointing to the dot-com crash of the early 2000s. "Just because there's a truly revolutionary technology doesn't mean stocks are correctly pricing in that reality."

If the current market froth is indeed an AI bubble, then a day must come when the bubble bursts. For a moment, that day appeared to have arrived on April 2, when Trump announced his "Liberation Day" tariffs. Over the next week, the stock market fell by 12 percent, and the Magnificent Seven took even steeper hits.

But then, on April 9, Trump backed down from his most extreme tariff proposals and, a few weeks after that, de-escalated what seemed like an imminent trade war with China. The market swiftly recovered and launched into a bonanza even wilder than those of the previous two years. The S&P 500 has risen nearly 30 percent since its post-Liberation Day low, setting all-time records, and the Magnificent Seven have come roaring back. This gave rise to the concept of the "TACO trade," as in "Trump always chickens out." The idea is that Trump hates falling stock prices and will back off from any proposal that puts the market in jeopardy. So rather than sell their stocks every time the president threatens to impose crippling trade restrictions, investors should continue to pour money into the market, confident that the proposals Trump ultimately leaves in place won't do much damage.

The flaw in the TACO theory is that Trump hasn't completely chickened out. Tariffs are the highest they've been in more than a century, and the president is announcing new ones all the time. Still, the market appears largely unfazed. When Trump announced "trade deals" with the European Union and Japan that set the tariff on most goods arriving from those places at 15 percent, the stock market actually rose. Even last week, when the president announced a sweeping new set of global tariffs--an announcement immediately followed by a brutal jobs report suggesting that tariffs were weakening the economy--the market suffered only a blip. As of this writing, it is higher than it was before the announcement.

This leaves a final theory, one that has nothing to do with Trump, AI, or the Federal Reserve.

Thirty years ago, almost all of the money in the U.S. mutual-fund market was actively managed. Retirees or pension funds handed over their savings to brokers who invested that money in specific stocks, trying to beat the market on behalf of their clients. But thanks to a series of regulatory changes in the late 2000s and early 2010s, about half of fund assets are now held in "passive funds." Most retirees hand their savings over to companies such as Vanguard and Fidelity, which automatically invest the money in a predetermined bundle of stocks for much lower fees than active managers would charge. The most common type of passive fund purchases a tiny share of every single stock in an index, such as the S&P 500, proportional to its size.

Annie Lowrey: Could index funds be "worse than Marxism"?

Some experts believe that this shift is the best explanation for the otherwise inexplicably resilient performance of the stock market. "The move to passive funds is a radical shift in the structure of financial markets," Mike Green, the chief strategist at Simplify Asset Management, told me. "To think that wouldn't dramatically impact how those markets behave is just silly."

Active investors are highly sensitive to company fundamentals and broader economic conditions. They pore over earnings reports, scrutinize company finances, and analyze market trends, and will often sell at the first sign of an economic downturn or poor company performance, which causes markets to "correct." Passive investors, on the other hand, typically just pick a fund or two when they set up their retirement accounts and then forget about them, meaning they are automatically buying stocks (and rarely selling), no matter what. In June 2020, for example, Vanguard released a statement bragging that fewer than 1 percent of its 401(k) clients had tried to sell any of their equities from January to the end of April, even as the economy was melting down.

Thus, whereas a market dominated by active investors tends to be characterized by "mean reversion"--in which high valuations are followed by a correction--a market dominated by passive investors is instead characterized by "mean expansion," in which high valuations are followed by even higher valuations. "When there's a constant flow of passive money coming in, betting against the market is like standing in front of a steamroller," Green said. "You'd be crazy to do it."

A market dominated by passive investors also naturally becomes more concentrated. Active investors tend to avoid larger stocks that they believe might be overvalued, but the opposite is true for passive investors. Because they allocate funds based on the existing size of companies, they end up buying a disproportionate share of the biggest stocks, causing the value of those stocks to rise even more, and so on.

The explosion of passive funds over the past 15 years could explain why the market has become less sensitive to real-world downturns, more likely to keep going up no matter what, and dominated by a handful of giant companies. Or that theory could end up being disproved by unforeseen events. It wouldn't be the first.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/economy/archive/2025/08/stock-market-theories/683780/?utm_source=feed
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My Father, Guitar Guru to the Rock Gods

When the greatest musicians of the 1970s needed an instrument--or a friend--my dad was there.

by Nancy Walecki




In August 2000, when I was 2 years old, my mother put me in a maroon velvet dress and stuck foam earplugs in my ears. She carried me through the backstage corridors of the Santa Monica Civic Auditorium--the same venue where, in 1964, James Brown gave one of the most ecstatic performances of his career. It's where, in 1972, George Carlin first listed the "Seven Words You Can Never Say on Television."

My mother remembers the night in flashes. David Crosby--walrus mustache, smiling eyes--telling jokes. Bonnie Raitt's aura of red hair. In the distance, the sound of Linda Ronstadt warming up. Sitting in a dressing room with Michael McKean and Christopher Guest, already in costume as Spinal Tap's front men.

That night, the auditorium was hosting the Friends of Fred Walecki benefit concert. These friends included Crosby, Raitt, and Ronstadt. Also Jackson Browne, Graham Nash, Emmylou Harris, and Warren Zevon. Three of the four original Eagles, who in this room in 1973 had performed their new album, Desperado, were there too.

One of the Eagles, Bernie Leadon, had helped put the event together. He had known Fred Walecki, my father, since they were teenagers, when Leadon started coming into Westwood Music, Dad's musical-instrument shop in Los Angeles.

Dad had recently been diagnosed with Stage 4 throat cancer and had undergone a complete laryngectomy. Surgeons removed his vocal cords and created a hole in his throat that he used to breathe; to speak, he pressed an electronic buzzer against the side of his neck. If people gawked at him, he'd joke that everyone on his home planet sounded like this.

When Leadon had learned that my father was sick, he called Glyn Johns, another of Dad's close friends and a groomsman at my parents' wedding. Johns is the English sound engineer and producer who worked with pretty much every major rock band of the '60s and '70s--the Beatles, the Rolling Stones, the Who, the Eagles. He and Leadon suspected that my family was struggling to pay Dad's medical bills, so they contacted his other friends and asked if they'd play a benefit concert for him. Everyone said yes. Dad's classmate from Emerson Junior High School, Jeff Bridges, who'd recently starred as "The Dude" in The Big Lebowski, would be the evening's emcee.

I wish I had been old enough to remember this night of thank-yous to my father. He was 51 when I was born; I've only known Dad with gray hair, and I have no memory of his original voice. But Browne remembers my father's impeccable Jimmy Stewart impersonations; he remembers Dad as the guy who turned him on to Gibson guitars. At the concert, he performed "My Opening Farewell" on a guitar that had been assembled at Westwood Music. Dad had spent hours polishing it to give it the rich hue Browne wanted.

Crosby thought of my dad as his "guitar guru," and like many of the performers that night, he praised my father for his friendship. "Fred's helped a lot of people when they really needed it. Really needed it," he said. He and Nash then played their song "Deja Vu."

Nancy Walecki: The house where 28,000 records burned

Before the night could get too sentimental, Spinal Tap--who claimed that Dad had been the first person in the music business to ask them, Do you have to play so goddamn loud?--took the stage and gave an enthusiastic rendition of "Big Bottom." I'm told I fell asleep sometime before the Byrds reunited.

After the concert, Rolling Stone declared that Fred Walecki had been "responsible for a night of music history," even though his name "might not mean much, if anything at all, to music fans." But my father has been there since the 1960s--doing his work so that some of America's greatest artists can do theirs.

I. The Store

Dad never wanted to go into the family business, and his father, Hermann, didn't want him to either. Hermann opened Westwood Music, a classical-instrument shop, in 1947, the year after Dad was born. But even as he taught my father to apply thin layers of shellac to wooden instruments until they were as reflective as still water, he'd say, This life is too small for you.

Maybe because no Walecki before him had lived a small life. Dad's grandfather had been a cabinetmaker by day and a socialist revolutionary by night. His opera-singer aunt was the buxom blonde on The Three Stooges, and his sister, Christine--known as the Goddess of the Cello--was the first American musician to hold a concert in Castro's Cuba. Dad's brother, the only family member who wasn't in the music industry, was one of the engineers behind the fastest jet-propelled aircraft in the world. Then there was Hermann, who spoke five languages, had a photographic memory, and was a world-renowned expert on and dealer of rare classical string instruments. As a young man, he'd trained to be a priest before getting recruited to play hockey for the Chicago Blackhawks.


Hermann Walecki, who founded Westwood Music, circa 1934 (Courtesy of Nancy Walecki)



But as I would half a century later, Dad grew up in Westwood Music. He loved it as I would; he memorized its smell of old wood and lacquer. When customers came in to have their violin bows rehaired, they'd sit beside Hermann and confess their problems while he worked. Hermann, still a devout Catholic who prayed on his knees every night, would listen, nod, and occasionally offer spiritual advice. The Walecki tract home nearby was decorated with harps and baroque instruments, and served as an artist's salon of sorts: For a summer, the harpist Marcel Grandjany gave master classes in the living room and slept in the extra twin bed in Dad's room. When my father was born, his parents received a year-long diaper service as a gift from their friend Harpo--whom Hermann knew more as a harp player than a Marx Brother.

Dad started working on Westwood Music's sales floor in grade school. Once, he bragged to his father that he'd persuaded a man to buy more expensive strings than his cheap guitar required. Hermann made Dad chase the guy to his bus stop with his change and the strings he actually needed and could afford. When Dad was 12, he ran the shop while his parents traveled to Europe to find rare instruments. Sold $123 worth today, he reported in a letter to his parents, and added that he'd previously sold a piano, nine flutes, and a $350 drum set, and talked a guitar student into buying a banjo and learning that, too. As a teenager, he started a guitar-polish business, mixing his concoction in the garage with an eggbeater and a coffee percolator from Goodwill.

Westwood Music back then was a blend of old-world craftsman's studio and museum. By the front door: a grandfather clock built by Hermann's woodworker father. On the sales floor: trumpets displayed in antique jewelry cases, fine violins in velvet-lined cubbies. On the wall: violas da gamba (baroque cousin of the cello), violas d'amore (baroque cousin of the violin), an oil painting of Christine playing the cello as a child, a rare oud constructed when Istanbul was still Constantinople. And in a frame above the sales counter was one of Hermann's favorite quotes, attributed to Goethe:

A man should hear a little music, read a little poetry, and see a fine picture every day of his life, in order that worldly cares may not obliterate the sense of the beautiful which God has implanted in the human soul.

The store was the complete opposite of Ledbetter's, the folk club that opened next door in the 1960s. Its idea of decor was putting a vintage Dodge truck on the roof. On its stage, against a brick wall, the then-unknown Steve Martin did his banjo-and-comedy routine and Henry John Deutschendorf Jr. gave one of his first performances in L.A. It was the owner of Ledbetter's who suggested that Deutschendorf needed a stage name, which is how he became John Denver.

Chris Hillman, later of the Byrds, bought mandolin strings from Hermann when he was playing in what he described to me as a "horrible faux bluegrass band" for $100 a week at Ledbetter's. Sixteen-year-old Bernie Leadon was in town to see Hillman rehearse when he spotted a National Tricone guitar in the window of Westwood Music. (These guitars, which have bodies made of metal, look like they belong to very hip aliens, but are a favorite of blues musicians.) My dad, also a teenager, was behind the counter, and Leadon thought he looked like a total prep: oxford shirt buttoned at the cuffs, dress slacks, penny loafers, brown hair neatly coifed. Leadon didn't buy the guitar (he couldn't afford it), but Westwood Music had made an impression.

Dad wanted to welcome the Ledbetter's crowd drifting in and told Hermann that folk and rock were going to be big. But Hermann was hesitant about adding "that element," as he called it, to the store while still accommodating violin buyers with white hair and season tickets to the symphony. He allowed Dad the National Tricone and some acoustic and electric guitars if he mostly tucked them away in a little-used music-lesson room. Dad paid Hermann rent for the space and furnished his mini guitar salon with an antique clock and table so that, he told me, "it looked kind of groovy."

From the May 2025 issue: Ringo Starr still believes in peace and love

Dad ran Westwood Music alongside his father, with no designs to take it over. But then Hermann got lung cancer. Soon, suppliers were calling, asking why Westwood Music was so late on payment. Eighteen-year-old Dad told them that Hermann was on an extended trip to Europe. He ran the shop solo, and at night, he repaired instruments for extra money. He'd take cash straight out of the register to pay his father's home nurses. The cancer spread to Hermann's brain, and he died in 1967, when Dad was 20. Westwood Music was now his to run alone.

When he'd open the shop in the morning, Dad had no trouble with the lock at the top of the door. But when he'd bend down to undo the latch at the bottom, he'd get hit with a wave of nausea. The neon sign above the door still said Westwood Musical Instruments--Hermann Walecki, but the decal on the window now read Hermann Walecki & Son. He asked himself, How do you take your father's place? 

One day, a tour bus pulled up in front of the store and out walked the country singer Merle Haggard. He was a real-life outlaw who'd done time in San Quentin and a leader of the "Bakersfield Sound," gritty country-western music that sounded nothing like the overproduced schmaltz Nashville was selling in the '60s. "I'm here to get a really good violin," he said. Dad took him to Hermann's safe and brought out a centuries-old Carlo Antonio Testore. "Can you put steel strings on that?" Haggard asked. Hermann would have thought the request blasphemous, but Dad obliged. The violin went for $16,000; this one sale would cover much of the family's remaining medical debt. Haggard was fiddling on the new strings when Marian, Dad's mother, who'd taken over as the store's bookkeeper, walked by.

"It sounds like that violin has steel strings on it," she said. An accomplished classical violinist and wool-skirt woman of the old school, she was scandalized. But then Dad told her that Haggard was going to buy it. "It sounds marvelous," she said.

Every time he sold one of his father's violins, Dad would reinvest in new inventory--handmade guitars by the Spanish luthier Jose Ramirez; Traynor amps imported from Canada; and, for musicians who wanted their own sound system, Lamb Laboratories mixing boards from England (because Dad found that if he adjusted the board's settings just right, it could "get you a really good Rolling Stones sound live"). Martin guitars, a favorite of folk musicians, had only a handful of authorized retailers in Los Angeles; Dad was one of them. As musicians started traveling more and more by plane, he found a man named Mark Leaf, who built fiberglass guitar cases on his kitchen table in Virginia. Dad told Leadon that a guitar in that case could fall onto an airplane tarmac without a scratch. (Leadon later learned this to be true.)

Dad would stock anything that delighted him--folk, rock, or otherwise. Dolmetsch, a company in England, made "the ultimate baroque recorders," in his opinion, so he carried a full line of them. "If another music store sold it, then forget it, you know? But if it was the best and the coolest, then I would get it," he said. He remembers a young guy dressed in jeans and a suit jacket coming into the shop one day and trying out the recorders. He'd take one out of the display case, play it, then slip it in his suit-jacket pocket before returning it. Again and again: out of the case, in the pocket, back in the case.

"Hey, man," Dad said, and asked what the guy was doing.

"I wanted to see how comfortable it is, because I want to use it as a little traveling instrument," Jackson Browne replied.

I met Browne at his recording studio in Los Angeles last summer. One of the first things he said to me was "You're tall!" The last time we'd seen each other, I was 3 feet and still struggling to pronounce my r's. He showed me his studio of vintage recording equipment and the ailing sunflower seedlings he was trying to grow on the windowsill for his grandson. "You are going to come back," he told the slouching shoots. "Sorry I let this happen again." We sat at a table in the studio's kitchen while he made us a pot of coffee.

Browne has no idea what his younger self wanted to do with that recorder. "That was pretty harebrained," he said. "I didn't really learn to play recorder at all." But back then, music was "the coin of the realm. The songs you could play or what you could do on a guitar was a kind of introduction to people and friends." At little clubs like Ledbetter's, musicians could listen to one another and ask, How do you do that?

All of them were so young. Browne was only 18 when he wrote "A Child in These Hills." Linda Ronstadt was the same age when she moved from Tucson, Arizona, to Los Angeles. Crosby and Hillman were in their early 20s when, in 1965, the Byrds essentially launched the folk-rock genre with their cover of "Mr. Tambourine Man." By 1970, Hillman and Leadon had fused country and rock together in the Flying Burrito Brothers. (Their pedal-steel player used Jimi Hendrix-esque fuzz distortion and was also an animator for The Gumby Show. His name was Sneaky Pete.)

Dad's store had become part of a scene that was reshaping American popular music. But Dad was still trying to run a shop suitable for his father's remaining violin clientele. Leadon took him aside. "Fred, you don't need to dress like that, wearing a tie and white shirt and slacks," he said. "These people that you're dressing for are not the ones that are bringing in money. We are." So Dad kept his father's old instruments on the wall, his grandfather's clock by the door, and the Goethe quote above the sales counter, but he placed his Martin guitars on stadium bleachers in the front window and started wearing Levi's like the rest of them.

II. The Tools

In one of my favorite photographs of my father, he stands behind the counter of Westwood Music. A lute, a violin, and about a dozen guitars hang on the wall behind him, and the counter and cabinets overflow with papers. In his Levi's and Waylon Jennings T-shirt, he is now the king of cool. And then there is his smile--the one I inherited--which takes up half his face. He looks at whoever is on the other side of the counter as though they are the center of his world.


Dad, in Levi's and a Waylon Jennings T-shirt, behind the counter of Westwood Music (Courtesy of Nancy Walecki)



"People would come in and it was boom, that floodgate of stories would open," Christopher Guest told me. Maybe Dad would launch into the one where he found himself in a Las Vegas greenroom with Elvis and women he took for "ladies of the night," as he put it; or the time he dropped off a 12-string guitar at a recording session for Crosby, along with some regifted weed from a member of Ricky Nelson's road crew, who'd cautioned that it was "one-hit dope." The recording engineer called the next day to say they'd all ignored the warning, and when he drove home afterward, he couldn't believe how long it was taking to get to his house, a few neighborhoods over. Then he saw the sign: Welcome to San Diego. Dad would follow customers to their car, just to finish a story.

My father was a competent musician, though never thought about doing it professionally. He learned some songs, including Browne's "My Opening Farewell," so he could show customers different aspects of a guitar's tone. "He always really liked to show me that he could play it, which I felt very honored by, you know?" Browne said. "And that goes right along with him pulling out a guitar and saying, 'I have to show you something. Check this out.' And he would show you what invariably would be a phenomenal guitar."

Check this out : the three-word portal into the Fred Walecki Experience. Check this out, and he'd hand John Entwistle his first-ever Alembic bass, a brand he would go on to use for many years with the Who. Check this out, and he'd pull out a guitar by Mark Whitebook or David Russell Young, luthiers he'd discovered in the mountains of Topanga Canyon, and whose instruments he sold to James Taylor and Gram Parsons. Glyn Johns bought a David Russell Young so he'd have a good acoustic guitar for the rock bands he worked with. (Johns showed me that guitar when I visited him at home last fall; he apologized for all the scratch marks. "Everybody's played this," he said. "Eric has played it; Jeff Beck's played it; Jimmy Page has played it.")

Guest does an imitation of my father rummaging around in his shop for the item he needs you to see. Wait, what's this thing? he'll say, as he unearths some treasure. My dad has been doing this for as long as I can remember. It was just over here [Dad lifts up a touring case, printed with B.D., from a Bob Dylan tour]. Maybe it's under [peers behind a platinum record the Eagles gave him for One of These Nights]. I think it's just [moves aside a priceless Spanish guitar by the 19th-century luthier Antonio de Torres Jurado]. Oh, here! The joy for my father is in watching other people check this out. This is why when he looks at me with pure excitement and asks me to try the soup he has made from three different types of Progresso, I accept the spoon from him.

I've tried to get my father to wax poetic about the music that his customers were making in the '60s and '70s. He was there for the birth of what is sometimes called the California Sound, a blend of country, bluegrass, folk, and rock that is utterly distinctive and nearly impossible to categorize. How to contain the Beach Boys and the Byrds, the Doors and the Mamas & the Papas, Bonnie Raitt and Joni Mitchell? Gram Parsons called his own sound Cosmic American Music, and maybe that's a better term for the entire Los Angeles scene. The music, he said, would unite "longhairs, shorthairs, people with overalls, people with their velvet gear on." Cosmic American Music, at least, captures the movement's spiritual aspirations, while gesturing to the distance between its stars.


The Eagles. Don Felder is in the Westwood Music T-shirt. (Published in the Sydney Morning Herald)



Whatever you call it, this music defined an era, and it has stuck around since. On road trips, my friends and I, all under the age of 30, still roll down the windows and blast the Eagles. We act like Joni Mitchell wrote Blue just for us. I've asked my father to explain it to me, to offer a theory for why there, why then. How did so much good music come out of one place?

But he just shrugs. "I'm more of a jazz guy," he says. This is true. My entire childhood, our car radio was under the tyranny of KJAZZ 88.1. His heroes are Bola Sete, Kenny Burrell, Johnny Smith, and Baden Powell. If I want to talk about the California Sound, he tells me, I should ask his friends who actually made it. So I brought the question to Browne, the bard of '70s Los Angeles. What do you think did it?

"It was the guitars," he said. "Anybody will tell you it's the instruments." He smiled and we both laughed. But then Browne stopped himself, considered. "I'm joking when I say it's the guitars. But I'm also serious."

Each instrument contains unwritten melodies and lyrics, he said. "They have personalities, and they will speak to you with those personalities." (Dad likes to say that instruments have their own little souls.) Browne said, "Especially for a writer, you'll get to play stuff that will unlock a way of playing, or a song that's in that guitar that you might not write on another."

Chris Hillman described Westwood Music to me as "the hardware store" of the L.A. music scene. Guest had a more romantic metaphor: Dad, he said, "was like a matchmaker," a conduit between the human soul and the instrumental one. Where other salesmen might just tell you the price of a guitar, with my father, "it was about going so much further than that and thinking, I'm listening to you play, and it sounds like this might be a good guitar for you."

When Joe Walsh brought in his Gibson J-200 to sell, Dad called up Emmylou Harris right away. "You need to have this guitar," she remembers him telling her. It had that warm country sound he knew she'd like. "You play an A chord and it's just like, pwah! " Harris told me, miming fireworks. J-200s have been her signature guitar ever since. She added, "I sort of became the unofficial Gibson Girl."

Early in her career, Bonnie Raitt was playing in little clubs and "wasn't even expecting to do this for a living. It was kind of a hobby for me," she told me. But Dad, she says, "showed me around and showed me the whole world of things that I could have." He explained how different amplifiers could change her sound, and he took her to a trade show where he introduced her to the genteel, rather ancient chairman of Martin Guitar, C. F. Martin III.

Raitt has a mischievous, bawdy sense of humor. (As a kid, I understood I was never to repeat a Bonnie Raitt joke.) Dad told C. F. Martin that Raitt was a rising star and may be in need of a custom-made guitar. "What I really need is a custom-made IUD," she said. Martin had no idea what she was talking about, so Dad jumped in: "Uh, it's a lot like a Martin D-35."

None of this could happen now. Today's musicians don't need Fred Walecki to call them up about a J-200 or broker a deal for a bespoke Martin. Like professional athletes, they have sponsorship deals and can get their equipment for free. But Dad "made it his business to know the latest on every single improvement of every keyboard, every amp, and every guitar," Raitt said. "It's not something I take for granted. We were all incredibly lucky to have someone on our side that had so much integrity."

Dad never forgot having to chase down the man he'd upsold on fancy guitar strings; once the store was his, he kept prices reasonable--if anything, he charged too little. Warren Zevon once saw an antique harmonium in Westwood Music and asked Dad how much he wanted for it. "Fifty bucks," he said. "Or nothing! Take your pick!" Zevon used to call them "Freddie's Zen Prices."

My father became an angel investor of sorts. When the future Eagle Don Felder first came to L.A., he needed to learn mandolin for an audition, so Dad loaned him one. As Felder writes in his memoir, my father told him to take it "if you have a chance for a job," and wished him luck. He got the gig. The Eagles landed their first tour before they had the money to buy all the necessary equipment. Dad gave them a charge account.

III. The Scene

As usual, I'm staying in the Blue Room, named for its cerulean rug and robin's-egg walls. And as usual, when I come down the staircase, Linda Ronstadt is in her favorite armchair.

Her San Francisco living room feels like the inside of an Impressionist painting: pastel-hued, soft at the edges. It smells of cut flowers and the black tea she prefers to coffee. An icon of Our Lady of Guadalupe keeps watch from the mantel; a painting of her cat wearing a crown overlooks her shelves and shelves of books. Outside in the garden, fog cradles the roses she brought with her from one of her grandfather's ranches in the San Gabriel Valley.

She has known me since I was born, when my parents were still trying to make my double name, Nancy Kathryn, catch on. When I began singing as a child, Linda introduced me to Brian Wilson's harmonies and Maria Callas's vocal placement, and, unbeknownst to me, paid for my lessons. Every time I visit, we talk about books (most recently, Anna Karenina) and boys (I talk, she listens). We watch TV and go to bed early. I'm just Nancy now to most people, but to Linda, I'm still Nancy Kathryn.

She has known my father since the 1960s, when she started coming to his shop as the lead singer in the somewhat bumbling folk-rock group the Stone Poneys. In a feeble attempt to sound like a rock band, they bought electric pickups for their acoustic guitars. Dad, she recalled, "gave us the same attention he gave to the Byrds."

The two became friends, and whether she was looking for a new guitar or just some company, "he always showed up when he was needed. And he was always needed." In the late '70s, a powerful storm hit Malibu, washing away the glass-enclosed tearoom attached to Linda's house. Dad arrived with sandbags, quick-dry cement, and a stockpile of Mexican food from Lucy's El Adobe. Years later, he was the one who drove her home to Tucson after her breakup with George Lucas.

When Linda pictures Westwood Music, she thinks of an old line she loves: "Music is a conspiracy to commit beauty." Someone was always fingerpicking, an electric guitar was always humming--musicians were always conspiring.


Jackson Browne, Glyn Johns, and Dad outside the store (Courtesy of Nancy Walecki)



People didn't necessarily come to buy something. Westwood Music was a daytime clubhouse of the L.A. scene, Bernie Leadon said. Emmylou Harris called it "the watering hole."

It "was a place where people saw people, made friendships, made connections, and it was all through your dad," Harris told me. "He just put out that vibe--that sense of it was always about music, the musicians."

This was an analog world, a world in which serendipity was still possible. "Sometimes you'd go in and you'd see Jackson or Ry Cooder and all these different people that were hanging out there, and suddenly it would turn into half a day, and you'd go in the back room and you could just sort of sit and jam together," Leland Sklar, a bass player who has backed artists including Linda, Browne, and James Taylor, told me. Artists would catch up, talk about what they were working on, and then head off to their respective recording sessions, maybe at the Complex or Village Recorders nearby. Cooder, a slide-guitar virtuoso, would bring a six-pack and jam. Joni Mitchell popped by for pizza. Even Neil Young, known as something of a hermit, stopped in.

The store came with a bemused den mother, Marian, known to all as "Mrs. Walecki." She'd do the store's payroll while musicians in the adjacent guitar room tried out new instruments by playing "Stairway to Heaven." (It was always "Stairway to Heaven.") One time, Mick Taylor, the bony, long-haired guitarist for the Rolling Stones, asked Marian where the loo was. That depends, she said, with total sincerity. "Are you a boy or girl?"

Mark Bookin, the store's senior salesman for decades, described Dad as the "master of ceremonies" at each day's gathering. But Dad says he thought of himself more as the store's maitre-d'hotel. Let me sit so-and-so here, near the producer from Asylum Records, he'd think. Or: These two guitar players might sound good together; let me introduce them. He connected Linda and Johns because he thought they might make a good record, and shortly after, they did--We Ran. "Music-store owners don't do that," Johns told me.

My father and his store, Guest said, "accelerated everything. It made everything better, because it provided a second home and a place where people could feel appreciated, and that's a big thing." When I asked Dad what time Westwood Music would close at night, he shook his head. It closed when its crowd wandered elsewhere--usually to the Troubadour, a West Hollywood club and the scene's nighttime nexus. Dad remembers leaning against the bar and running through his celebrity impersonations: Jimmy Stewart, John Wayne, Kirk Douglas. "You know, really funny shit," Browne said. Dad had to get up early the next morning to run a business, while the rest of them slept in. But Ned Doheny, a singer-songwriter and Browne's former musical partner, said, "He was as much a part of that scene as anybody who ever made a record during that period of time."

By the mid-'70s, "it was all happening," Dad says. The Eagles and Jackson Browne were playing arenas around the world. Linda would rush home from one string of concerts, dump out the contents of her suitcase, pack for an entirely different climate, and head out on the road again. Dad sold her a portable, battery-powered Pignose amplifier, about the size of a lunch box, that she and her band could use for jamming between gigs. He sent the Beach Boys cases of Ricola cough drops to preserve their voices on tour.

Read: Brian Wilson's world of sound

As his friends' music moved deeper and deeper into rock, Dad phased out his remaining pure-folk inventory--ceding the folkies to a music store he'd been competing with nearby. Not long after, a roadie for the Rolling Stones called and asked Dad if he could come to a Warner Bros. soundstage, where they were recording. Keith Richards wanted a guitar with a B-string bender--a device that musicians put inside their guitars to emulate the sound of a pedal steel. Dad's car was in the shop, so he hopped in his mother's station wagon. When he got there, he mentioned that he was going to see the blues duo Sonny Terry and Brownie McGhee at the Ash Grove, and asked if the Stones wanted to come. They piled into Marian's station wagon. When they walked into the club, Dad saw that the other music store had set up a kiosk inside. "And here I come with the Rolling Stones," Dad says, with that smile that takes up half his face.

IV. The Confidant

How do I describe my father, a man who, if he could, would crawl out of these pages and meet you himself? In my head, he comes with his own theme music--a rollicking kazoo melody with a boogie-woogie bass line. If he finds himself around someone he feels is taking themselves too seriously, he will hover his finger about one inch from their face and singsong, I'm not touching you! until they are disarmed into being nothing but themselves. When faced with adversity, he will say, God's not on a coffee break. And if presenting a plan, work-around, or detour that will inspire the fear of death in his companion but ultimately be a lot of fun: Let me show you a cheatsy way to do that.

Dad was never one to say no to an adventure. Over the years, he went skiing with the band Poco and tuna-fishing with the Doors. Wix Wickens, the keyboardist for Paul McCartney, refused to join my father on his frequent trips to Mexico, because, "it being your dad, jaunts would turn into escapades would turn into incidents."

It was on one such trip that he met my mother, who was sitting at the next table at a seafood restaurant. She was a Stanford grad and a celebrated Western-style horseback rider who had grown up on a Nevada cattle ranch about 100 miles from the nearest gas station. He was a very loud man wearing a hat that resembled a marlin. It had a fin.

Fred Walecki "incidents" were not necessarily fueled by drugs or debauchery. (Dad told me he smoked weed only between 1977 and 1979. He got it for free from Crosby's dealer.) Instead, his adventures were inspired by what Wickens described as my father's "benign chaos." Dad's policy: "If it seemed to me that a nice person wouldn't hold it against me, I would do it."

Jimmy Buffett once called and said he'd been offered a last-minute stadium gig. He asked if Dad could replicate his band's entire stage setup--including the congas--in record time. Buffett's box truck couldn't fit all the equipment, so they loaded up Dad's station wagon with gear and strapped the congas to the roof. They paused long enough to paint Freddy and the Fishsticks World Tour '81 on the side.

People turn to folklore to describe my father: He's the Pied Piper, the maven, or, as Ned Doheny calls him, the trickster--a mischievous entity who "tracks pollen all over the place, and all kinds of things happen."


A publicity photo for Linda Ronstadt's album Simple Dreams. Sunburn courtesy of Dad. (Alamy)



One day in 1977, he showed up at Linda's house in Malibu with some fresh fruit and some excellent marijuana. Lulled by the strong weed, the sun, and my father, Linda stayed outside too long and got horribly sunburned. The next day, she had to take publicity photos for her album Simple Dreams. In the iconic shot of Linda (her ex George Lucas's favorite, she says), she looks over her left shoulder, lips parted, a white flower in her hair--but whenever she looks at the photo, she sees the sunburn she got with Dad. My father and his pollen.

But then there is my father, quiet, beamed back down to Earth. When I was 18, I got a bad concussion that took me out of college for my first semester. My doctor didn't want me to fly home for a while, so I called Dad one night from the other side of the country, panicked that my brain would never return to normal. "What are you looking at right now?" he asked. Pine trees, I said. Some shrubs. I'm sitting on a bench outside. "What's the temperature like where you are?" It's nice. Cool but not cold. It was early fall in the Northeast, a new sensation for a Californian. "What does the air smell like?" Wood chips. "I know it's hard, but your only job right now is to stay in this moment and not future-trip. In this moment right now, the one God is giving you, the air smells nice, the temperature is good, you're somewhere beautiful." We kept talking and he slowly untangled problems that, before I called, had felt insurmountable. He signed off that night, as he usually does, by saying not I love you, but I'm loving you--love, active.

I know now that he had dozens of conversations like this, with dozens of musicians, decades before he became a father.

Anyone "can feel like the stowaway in the trunk of a great enterprise," Browne told me. But an artist, maybe especially, needs someone who makes them believe that they're worthy, that it's all going to be okay, Mac McAnally, a singer-songwriter and longtime member of Jimmy Buffett's band, told me. "Fred can make you believe it's going to be okay."


Freddy and the Fishsticks on the road, 1981 (Courtesy of Nancy Walecki)



Joni Mitchell stopped touring in the 1980s, and in the '90s told Dad she was going to do her last-ever public performance, at the 1995 New Orleans Jazz & Heritage Festival. Her songbook incorporates about 50 different tunings. "I'd tune to the numbers in a date, I'd tune to a piece of music that I liked on the radio, I'd tune to birdsongs and the landscape I was sitting in," she said in a 1996 interview. "I'd work out these wonderful fresh harmonic movements, only it was a pain in the butt to perform and I felt like I was always out of tune." She didn't want to do it anymore.

But Dad told her he might have just the right tool: Roland's new VG-8, which could electronically alter a guitar's sonic output and, crucially, memorize tunings. Mitchell could keep her guitar in standard tuning, then push a button for "Big Yellow Taxi," say, and the VG-8 would convert the sound of each string to match that tuning. Dad knew Mitchell had had polio as a child and still suffered from muscle weakness, so he built her a guitar from lightweight spruce (commonly used in violin making) and placed the VG-8 inside. He painted the guitar his favorite color, British racing green. She named it "Green Peace."

What she thought would be her swan song "turned into the first performance in a whole new period," she said in that 1996 interview. She used the VG-8 to make the guitar sounds on Taming the Tiger, giving her "access to all kinds of possibilities in keeping with the way I hear guitar, which is like a full orchestra, with the treble like a brass section and the lower strings like the viola, cello, and bass." To another reporter, she said, "This instrument is going to be my savior." She used my father's name in one of the album's lyrics--she calls him "Freddie"--and, in the liner notes, thanked him for "rekindling my desire to make music."

From the November 2017 issue: The unknowable Joni Mitchell

Dad has always been "genuinely interested in people," Linda told me in her living room. "And when they came in, he'd talk to them, and they confided in him."

I leaned in, ready for a flood of rock secrets. "What would they confide in him about?"

"Well, I don't know! He kept it secret." She smiled. "He kept my stuff secret. But he always knew the undercurrents that were going on and band dynamics and stuff like that."

And if necessary, "he'd tell them when they were full of shit. He had no reservations about that," Bookin, the store's longtime salesman, said. Once, at a recording session, Crosby played Dad a vocal track he'd just cut and was clearly proud of. "Your voice is great, but were you reading it?" Dad asked. Unmemorized lyrics are the height of laziness, in my father's eyes.

"Oh fuck you," Crosby said. (The two remained good friends until Crosby's death.)

My father has a low tolerance for what he perceives as stupidity, and over time, drug use in the L.A. music scene got stupider and stupider. To hear my father and his friends talk about it, the era can be divided into B.C. and A.C.: Before Cocaine and After Cocaine. When Weed Guy showed up at the party, that could be fun. Mushroom Guy, too. Even Acid Guy. But when Cocaine Guy started coming to parties, Dad said, he drained the scene of its remaining innocence. The music got self-indulgent. People would talk over one another and think they were having a conversation.

Doing a line with someone "was like having a cup of coffee" with them, Mickey Raphael, Willie Nelson's harmonica player, told me. It took everyone a while to notice the scene darkening. In June 1979, Dad's friend Lowell George, of the band Little Feat, died of an overdose. Dad was an Eagle Scout by the scene's standards, but he realized that "we couldn't keep going at this pace" and got sober that August. "He was one of the first people I knew to really get sober and just draw the line," Browne said. "The rest of us, it was years before anybody decided that was the problem."

Dad still went to all the parties; he just brought IBC root beer to drink. Once, at a gathering at Crosby's house, he was being so loud, so boisterous, cracking such awful jokes, that another party guest, Neil Young's producer and recording engineer Niko Bolas, assumed he was high on some new drug they all needed to try. Raphael said that Dad's particular brand of abstinence "turned a little light on with all of us, saying, Hmm, if Fred can do it, then maybe I can." You could be clean and "still able to hang with the musos." Dad would help heroin addicts detox at the little country home he and his father built together in the 1950s, and started a weekly gathering of the alcoholics he mentored, who nicknamed it "The Gol Darn Dingy Deal," after my father's catchphrase when facing a setback. ("What's the gol darn dingy deal?" he will ask when, say, the car doesn't start.)

In 1986, when Crosby was out of prison on drug charges and newly sober, Dad joined him on a white-water-rafting trip. That vacation, Crosby's wife, Jan Dance Crosby, told me, was "really the first time we actually did something for fun after working so hard to get sober." Dad was proof that life didn't end--indeed, could become more joyful--after sobriety. "He wasn't shy about sharing that joy, and he also wasn't preachy," she said. "All he was was a friend."


A photo I took at the Newport Folk Festival in 2022, right before Joni Mitchell took the stage. Dad is holding Green Peace, the guitar he made for her. (Courtesy of Nancy Walecki)



Dad became a Christian around that time. This, too, started in the shop. When Larry Myers, a musician and pastor, came to Los Angeles, someone told him that if he wanted to meet people, he had to go to Westwood Music and meet my father. The two became friendly, and Myers invited Dad to hear his band at the Vineyard Church. Today Vineyard is an international body of churches, but at the time one of its only chapters met in Dad's old junior high school. Members of Bob Dylan's Rolling Thunder Revue made up the worship band; Myers had helped bring Dylan himself to Christ. As Dad listened to the band play that Sunday, "I realized I had tears in my eyes," he recalled. "I realized that I really always--I always loved God, and it was time to make friends" with him.

When my parents met, in 1990, Dad bragged that he was building an off-the-grid home in Topanga Canyon, in the mountains outside L.A. My mom, Kathy, made it clear, in her quiet way, that she knew a lot more about off-the-grid living than he did. Together, they finished the home where I was raised, surrounded by sage and overlooking the Pacific. When the solar power inevitably went out, Mom would put on a headlamp and start the generator; when our water pressure dropped, she'd go outside and bang on the pipe with a rock; when rattlesnakes came into the house, she'd take care of it. She created the conditions for Dad to continue doing his work. He bought a 1970s GMC motor home on eBay (shag carpets, corduroy seats), which became a guest room for family, friends, wandering souls, and the addicts he mentored. Mom organized a family trip to Ohio to drive it home. At one point, she held the broken door closed with a piece of rope so it wouldn't fly open on the highway.

Throughout my childhood, and to this day, Dad regularly reads his favorite book, The Greatest Thing in the World, a pocket-size theological meditation on love as defined in First Corinthians. It was his father's favorite too. And now it is mine. The section about a love that "thinketh no evil" reminds me of my father:

Love "thinketh no evil," imputes no motive, sees the bright side, puts the best construction on every action. What a delightful state of mind to live in! What a stimulus and benediction even to meet with for a day! To be trusted is to be saved. And if we try to influence or elevate others, we shall soon see that success is in proportion to their belief of our belief in them. For the respect of another is the first restoration of the self-respect a man has lost; our ideal of what he is becomes to him the hope and pattern of what he may become.

Dad does not describe the people in his life as musicians, mathematicians, or zoologists; they are the drummer "who understands how to swing on a metaphysical level," "the mathematician who practically ran the Aerospace Corporation," and the "only person Dennis Wilson trusted" to care for the Asian small-clawed otters he kept in his swimming pool.

My father sees us as the people we wish to be, and he will tolerate us being nothing less. In 2022, Dad was one of Mitchell's guitar techs at her surprise Newport Folk Festival comeback, and he let me tag along. At a rehearsal, Marcus Mumford was sitting a few feet away from us, behind the congas, and I whispered to my father how much I loved his music. "Go talk to him," Dad said. "He's Marcus Mumford, Dad," I said. He grinned. "And you're Nancy Walecki."

V. When It Was Ours

Westwood Music was always a family enterprise. Dad told customers to check this out on the sales floor while my brother and I ostensibly helped take inventory, but mostly built forts in a loft above the amp room. We'd read Tales From the Crypt surrounded by touring cases, cross-legged on the British-racing-green carpet. Upstairs, in her bookkeeping office next to the repair shop, my mom kept the Fred Walecki Experience running.

Musicians would sit on the store's leather couches, playing guitars and drinking the coffee we made in our Mr. Coffee machine. I saw how much the electrolarynx frustrated my father, but he continued to be the voice of the shop. He once came up behind Browne while he tried a guitar; got real close, up to his ear; then buzzed: "Can you believe that tone?"

By the 1990s, the store was struggling, as professional musicians got more and more free equipment through sponsorship deals. A Guitar Center opened down the street--a black hole sucking up our business, to hear my parents describe it. "Gui-Target," Dad called it. Later, people started buying instruments online, but Dad wasn't interested in building a web presence. If an instrument has its own little soul, how could you buy it without spending time with it in person?


Dad in his Malibu studio. Westwood Music has closed, but he still repairs instruments for clients such as Christopher Guest, Robby Krieger of the Doors, and the Edge. (Peyton Fulford for The Atlantic)



Dad sold Westwood Music in 2010, and the new owners closed it during the pandemic and never reopened it. Dad and I went back to the store last year, to clear out the last of his belongings: the leather couch my brother and I had carved our initials into with a paper clip; the scoreboard-size photograph of Dad, sitting backwards on a chair, talking to Lyle Lovett; the neon Westwood Musical Instruments--Hermann Walecki sign. I thought of something Christopher Guest had said. Someone should put a plaque outside the building: Westwood Music was here. 1947-2021.

I told Dad I was sorry that my brother and I hadn't carried on the family business. It felt like we'd failed him and the generations before him. Dad shook his head and reminded me that his father hadn't wanted him to take over the store. Besides, being here didn't even make him that sad, he said, because the new owner's iteration was so different. "But when it was ours," he told me, "we did it well."

Dad is 78 now, and still repairs instruments for customers like Guest, Sklar, Robby Krieger of the Doors, the Edge, and anyone else resourceful enough to find his new shop, unlisted on Google Maps and located inside a converted greenhouse at a succulent nursery in Malibu. Dad brings lettuce from home to feed the rabbits that run beneath the pallets of cacti; the other tenants include a glassblower, a clothing designer, a painter, and a sculptor. When he leaves home in the morning, he will say, "I'm off to do my father's work"--referring to both Hermann and his heavenly father.

His repair shop still smells of Westwood Music's old wood and lacquer, along with the ocean and the faded paper in his boxes of ephemera. (My favorite piece is a photograph of Crosby, Stills, and Nash's recreational baseball team, the Hoovers--a cocaine joke, Dad had to explain to me.) He keeps his father's Goethe quote above his workbench, where he recently repaired a cello from 1876. "You know what's interesting? I realized that's what I like to do," he told me. If he didn't love guitar players so much, he'd work only on cellos. Repairing them reminds him of his father.

This past winter, I stopped by with some lunch for us to share. He was chatting with a customer while he lowered the strings on the man's guitar closer to the fretboard so it would be easier to play. Dad told a joke and offered the man some advice on a problem he'd been having with his wife, then the two of them discussed Romans 8. When it was time for the man to go, my father told him a story all the way to his car.

Dad and I ate our sandwiches, and I mentioned how much I missed singing. He said that I should hang around more jazz clubs, because "parties don't happen by themselves," and that I should join a sailing club, because he suspected that I missed the ocean. (I have never expressed an interest in sailing, but maybe now I'll learn.) We searched for a guitar pick he wanted to show somebody, from the set he'd custom-made for the Beach Boys. When we locked up the shop for the day, he looked tired but pleased. He'd be back again tomorrow.



This article appears in the September 2025 print edition with the headline "My Father's Work."




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2025/09/fred-walecki-guitar-expert-westwood-music/683558/?utm_source=feed
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My Brother and the Relationship That Could Have Been

Ever since he died, I wonder how we would have gotten along as adults.

by Liz Krieger




The day my brother died, the dogwoods were in bloom. I sat by my bedroom windowsill, painting my nails. Junior prom was just hours away. I was 16. My brother, Alex, was 18--just 22 months older than me.

The car accident happened on a highway in upstate New York in the early morning. My brother was driving a group of his college classmates to an ultimate-frisbee tournament. Over time, my family has settled on the theory that he fell asleep at the wheel, though for a while my parents thought it was mechanical failure. They couldn't bear the alternative. The car flipped, and the roll bar above the driver's seat broke his neck. Everyone else walked away.

This May marked 33 years after his death. Since it happened, I've been thinking in numbers: days, months, eventually years. It's a compulsion, really, this ongoing tally. My own private math. I have just turned 50, an age unimaginable to that 16-year-old girl, and I will have been without him for more than twice as long as I knew him. Here's a story problem: If I live to 80, what percentage of my life will I have spent as someone's sister? What percentage as no one's sister? I don't know why I do this. Perhaps it's an attempt to impose order on something that defies ordering.

Ten years ago, when my mother needed open-heart surgery, I sat alone in the waiting room with a book I couldn't focus on and a cup of coffee that turned cold. Every time the doors swung open, I half-expected my brother to walk through them. It's ridiculous, I know. But grief doesn't age normally.

I clutched my phone, my bag, my jacket all at once when I was summoned to the recovery room. "She's okay," the doctor said. And I thought: This is exactly the kind of moment when you need a sibling--someone to hold your jacket while you hold the phone. Someone who remembers to ask about medication interactions when your mind goes blank. A witness to your life who carries the same memories, not just from the hospital but from the beginning.

Read: I didn't know my mom was dying. Then she was gone.

As lonely as it may feel, sibling loss is not uncommon. According to one 2013 analysis, nearly 8 percent of Americans under 25 have experienced it. Racial disparity clocks in here: Black children are 20 percent more likely than white ones to have lost a sibling by age 10. The impact of such loss can be wide-ranging. In a 2017 study using data from Sweden and Denmark, researchers found that bereaved siblings face a 71 percent higher mortality risk for decades after the death. The loss is also associated with a cascade of mental-health issues, the 2013 study found, including higher levels of "depression, aggressive behavior, social withdrawal, eating disorders, and behavior problems," not to mention higher high-school-dropout rates, lower college attendance, and lower test scores. That study notes that sisters who lose siblings tend to face worse outcomes than brothers, which researchers theorize is because sisters form "stronger bonds with siblings" and generally bear "an unequal family burden," including "caring for the emotional needs of surviving parents."

Sibling relationships represent our longest shared bonds--extending from earliest childhood, beyond parents' deaths, and preceding any adult partnerships. Siblings are the ones who help us carry on our family memories after our parents pass. They remember why all of our dogs were so badly behaved or how we ended up at that vacation rental overrun with mice. They are "interstitial: lodged between your cells. They are the invisible glue that holds your interior architecture together," Elizabeth DeVita-Raeburn writes in her 2004 book, The Empty Room. "You're born into this world with a sibling, and you expect this to outlast every other relationship," Angela Dean, a psychotherapist, a thanatologist (a person who studies death and dying), and the host of the podcast The Broken Pack, told me. Losing that is "a loss of the past, the present, and the future."

Read: The longest relationships of our lives

Despite this profound absence, sibling grief remains under-recognized and often overlooked. In the late 1980s, Kenneth Doka, now a professor emeritus at the College of New Rochelle and a senior vice president for grief programs at the Hospice Foundation of America, described the experience as "disenfranchised grief," a term for losses that aren't properly acknowledged or supported. One manifestation of that is self-disenfranchisement, where a person (intentionally or unintentionally) minimizes their own grief--something I relate to keenly.

My brother and I did not live harmoniously together. He was mean to me in the way that only siblings can be: with a precision that comes from intimate knowledge. He was jealous of me; I was jealous of him. We fought over everything and nothing. At times--and I hate to admit this--I wished him dead.

When I was about 12, I read a YA novel called Nobody's Fault about a girl whose churlish older brother--whom she calls "Monse," short for Monster--dies in an accident. I read this book again and again, drawn to it in a way I couldn't articulate. A few years later, when I was living that story for real, I felt as if my obsession had somehow conjured the tragedy, as if the universe had misunderstood my thoughts as an actual request. The guilt was crushing. But with exams to take, lacrosse games to play in, and so many other teenage distractions, I kept moving forward and suppressed the grief at the door.

I've often wondered what my relationship with my brother would look like now if he had lived. I know so many siblings who clashed in their younger years but settled into meaningful adult friendships. I study them in the wild, like rare butterflies. I notice how they speak to one another in a private shorthand, how they navigate shared territory with their parents, how they never have to explain the context of a story. They complain bitterly about one another but would throw themselves in front of a train to save the other. Would we have had that? I'll never know, because my brother and I never made it to the part of the story where the childhood animosity fades and something more complicated takes its place.

In those last months, though, something was changing between us. I remember noticing it--these small moments in which we began to see each other as actual people rather than as obligatory relations. He was in his first year of college and let me visit campus for a weekend. I stayed in his dorm and he showed me around with what felt like pride, not his usual derision. It was a glimmer of what might have been.

Read: Six books that show no one can hurt you like a sibling

The hardest question in the world is the simplest: Do you have siblings? I've developed a range of responses over the years, each calibrated to the situation and my own emotional reserves. No, I'm an only child feels like a betrayal. I had a brother who died when I was 16 instantly changes the temperature of the room. My compromise is usually I grew up with a brother, which is both true and incomplete, a sentence that trails off into an ellipsis.

I spent my formative years with a sibling, but I'll end my life having lived far longer without him than with him. I wasn't born an only child, wasn't raised as one, don't have the temperament of one. Yet there's no proper other term for what I am. Surviving sibling sounds clinical. Former sister seems harsh. After-only might be the closest approximation--though it's awkward.

Psychologists know that siblings can be crucial to identity formation. We define ourselves both in relation to and opposition from them--what researchers call "sibling de-identification," or differentiation. In the journalist Susan Dominus's book, The Family Dynamic, she concludes that differentiation from our siblings is one of the key factors in our personal development and in many cases sets the course for some of the most important choices in our lives. When that reference point vanishes, surviving siblings can feel unmoored. In 2013, the writer David Sedaris, reflecting on the loss of his sister Tiffany, wrote: "A person expects his parents to die. But a sibling? I felt I'd lost the identity I'd enjoyed since 1968" (the year his youngest sibling was born).

I don't have many of my brother's things; 18-year-old boys don't leave much behind. A selfie from a few months before he died. A hunk of turquoise from a pendant he wore. A small red backpack from a summer trip across Alaska. Three items to represent 18 years of a life--that's six years per object, though the math of meaning doesn't work that way. These objects have taken on a significance beyond their actual value. They are proof that he existed, that there was a time when I wasn't the only.

On my parents' bedroom wall is a picture of my brother, next to a framed poem by David Ray, who lost his teenage son. It begins:

There will come a day
 When you would have lived your life
 All the way through,
 Mine long gone.


The poem then speaks of a peace that will eventually descend:

like a breath
 Moving those pines, moving
 Even the stone
 And then, then I can let go.


I wonder about that letting go. Not forgetting--I don't want that--but understanding. Finding a language for what I am and exactly what I've lost. Yet some equations resist solutions. I am both a sister and not a sister. I am the product of a childhood with a sibling and an adulthood without one. Maybe the peace that Ray describes isn't about resolving these contradictions, but accepting them. My life was shaped as much by my brother's absence as by his presence--and that, too, is a kind of relationship.

No matter what, I'll keep doing the math. I'll calculate that he would have been married for 15 or 20 years by now and estimate that his kids would have been teenagers. I'll estimate the ages of nephews and nieces I'll never meet. I'll imagine the conversations my brother and I might have had, the ways we might have grown together.

By the time I'm 80, he'll have been 18 years old for 64 years, frozen at an age that seems impossibly young. But in these imaginings, he stays with me--not a phone call or text message away, but present in the strange calculus of memory and absence, in the mathematics of what makes a person whole.



  When you buy a book using a link on this page, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.

*Illustration by Akshita Chandra / The Atlantic. Sources: Harold M. Lambert / Getty; Gooddenka / Getty.
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Children's Health Care Is in Danger

An already fragile system can't withstand Republicans' cuts.

by Annie Lowrey




Alison Chandra was thrilled and gutted. She was pregnant with a much-wanted second child. But her baby had a rare disease called Heterotaxy, causing heart defects and organ abnormalities. He might not survive, her doctors warned her, describing his condition as "likely incompatible with life."

Chandra is a nurse. She "grew up on the far right, and very staunchly in that pro-life, single-issue-voter camp," she told me. "That was the first time that I had to come face-to-face with what being pro-life actually meant." She chose not to terminate the pregnancy. Because she and her husband had no income--they had spent the past half decade volunteering on a medical ship off the coast of West Africa--the family decided to sign up for Medicaid.

"I was someone who really thought Medicaid is just for moochers and leeches," she told me. "Quote-unquote good people should never have to need Medicaid. It was really hard for me to walk into that office and hand over my paperwork." But she did. "It obviously changed the trajectory of everything because at that point we were able to pursue the best care." Medicaid covered her prenatal visits, her son's delivery, and two open-heart surgeries. Eleven years later, her son is thriving, and Chandra is working in suburban Utah as a nurse specializing in the care of children with complex health needs--kids covered, as she and her son once were, by Medicaid.

Soon she might not be able to provide that care. This summer, Congress passed the One Big Beautiful Bill Act, Donald Trump's sweeping second-term domestic legislation. The bill does not cut Medicaid, the White House insists. It slashes taxes and offsets the revenue losses by tamping down on what Republicans describe as waste, fraud, and abuse in the health-insurance program.

Annie Lowrey: A big, bad, very ugly bill

Yet the Congressional Budget Office foresees that the law will drain close to $1 trillion of Medicaid's financing in the next decade and cause 11 million Americans to lose their insurance coverage. Experts anticipate a cascade of effects. Private-insurance premiums and medical-bankruptcy rates will climb. Wait times for appointments with specialists will rise. Care deserts will expand. Hospitals and clinics will have to shut down. The most fragile sectors of our health-care system will be in danger of collapsing. And pediatric care might be first on that list.

The law does not target children's-health coverage or children's-health initiatives. But nearly half of American children are enrolled in Medicaid or the related Children's Health Insurance Program. If the One Big Beautiful Bill Act goes into effect as written, sick babies will end up paying for tax cuts for the wealthy.

The bill "strengthens" Medicaid, as Republicans put it, by stripping insurance coverage from adults. For the first time, the country is implementing a nationwide work requirement for the program. Any state with an expanded Medicaid initiative (meaning that the state offers coverage to all low-income adults, not just those with a disability or another qualifying condition) will have to verify that enrollees are working, volunteering, or attending school, and kick them off the rolls if they're not. The work requirement is not expected to spur more people to get a job; studies have found that nearly every adult on Medicaid already works if they can. But states will have to spend millions of dollars to implement it, diverting cash from delivering actual health care. And  8 million Americans are predicted to lose coverage as they struggle to keep up with the paperwork. The bill also contains a series of technical changes to Medicaid's financing, altering the taxes that states levy on medical providers and the payments they make to them.

Experts warn that dropping parents from Medicaid will mean dropping kids, even if those children continue to qualify in their own right. Parents are twice as likely to enroll their children in a public-insurance program if they are enrolled themselves, and states that cover a small share of low-income adults tend to cover a small share of low-income kids too. Already, more than 4 million American children lack health coverage. Hundreds of thousands more might join them in a year or two.

A rising uninsurance rate among children is a crisis in and of itself. Kids without insurance are less likely to have a pediatrician monitoring their well-being and development. They're more likely to be sick, less likely to get immunizations and prescription medications, less likely to be treated for severe health conditions, and more likely to be hospitalized. They are also more likely to die before reaching adulthood.

At the same time as the number of uninsured children rises, states are expected to slash spending on "optional" or "nonessential" Medicaid initiatives, such as in-home care for children with chronic health problems and disabilities. These services allow disabled kids to learn in classrooms and sick kids to sleep in their own bedroom, alongside their pets, siblings, and stuffies, rather than in pediatric-hospital wards. Providing care at home reduces emergency-room visits, and slashes the rate of hospital admissions. It is also essential for families, Chandra told me, her tone oscillating between tempered rage and measured despair. "Those are my patients," she said. "Those are the kids I love."

Medicaid already has an "institutional bias," explains s.e. smith, the communications director of Little Lobbyists, an advocacy group for children with disabilities and complex health needs. The program covers care in hospitals and clinics more comprehensively than care provided at home or in the community. When state Medicaid programs face financing crunches, they tend to slash in-home services first. The bill will lead to much greater cuts, separating kids "from loving families, depriving them of a free and appropriate public education, and denying them an opportunity to participate in society," smith told me.

Jonathan Chait: They didn't have to do this

As at-home care is reduced and demand for in-hospital treatment rises, the bill will make it harder for parents and caregivers to access institutional services too. Over the past decade and a half, health systems have gotten rid of 20 percent of pediatric beds and 30 percent of pediatric-care units. That's because hospitals make more money admitting adults than children: Kids are much more likely to be on Medicaid, and Medicaid offers lower reimbursement rates than Medicare and private-insurance plans do.

As a result, pediatric care has become concentrated in specialty children's hospitals that cannot meet the existing demand. The country has too few hospital beds for babies and teenagers, too few pediatric-health specialists to make diagnoses and provide treatment, and far too few pediatric-health providers in low-income and rural areas. What institutions exist are fragile: Nonprofit children's hospitals have profit margins of 2.7 percent, versus 6.4 percent for all hospitals.

The system is a rickety structure, the One Big Beautiful Bill Act a hurricane-force wind. With fewer kids covered by Medicaid, revenue per patient will go down, giving health systems a yet-greater incentive to focus on providing care to adults and seniors; hospitals will close, affecting not only kids with Medicaid but all children; in surviving pediatric institutions, demand will rise, given that families will have fewer options for treatment. Doctors foresee panicked parents driving their ill and injured kids for hours and hours to a children's ER or ICU--only to find it overflowing.

Health experts anticipate exactly the same dynamic playing out in rural medical care. "This is going to impact 62 million Americans," Alan Morgan, the CEO of the National Rural Health Association, told me. "If you're in a rural area, it's impacting your ability to access health care, because you're reducing the bottom line of these facilities and the ability of these facilities to stay in the community." They see the same dynamic playing out in nursing-home, rehabilitative, and long-term care as well. A law intended, putatively at least, to get adults to work might end up destroying fragile institutions for the country's most vulnerable, and weakening those providing health care to everyone.

The bill's work requirements do not come into effect until after the 2026 midterm election--a sign that, perhaps, Republicans understand just how catastrophic and unpopular the party's policies are. Aides on Capitol Hill and hospital executives believe that Congress might soften the bill or push parts of it back. But there are tax cuts to pay for, and people with disabilities and cancer available to pay for them.

"I have lived and worked in countries where people lack access to health care. I know what that looks like," Chandra told me. "It is heartbreaking to me that we are facing, potentially, some of the same challenges that I've dealt with in some of the poorest countries in the world. It should not be the case anywhere, but especially not in the richest country in the world."
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Israel's Settler Right Is Preparing to Annex Gaza

A radical campaign that began in 2023 is entering its final phase.

by Yair Rosenberg




After Hamas massacred some 1,200 Israelis on October 7, 2023, the Israeli settler right converged on a plan. In 2005, Israel had uprooted about 8,000 settlers from Gaza, ceding the territory to Palestinian control. Many of the settlers never forgave the state for removing them; now they saw a chance to return. And so while other Israelis mourned, the hard right went to work, methodically building a political movement to retake the Gaza Strip, annex it, and repopulate it with Jewish settlements. As I warned in late 2023, these activists planned on "displacing or expelling Palestinians," and their dream was "not restricted to the political fringes, and should not be expected to stay there." Since then, more than a third of the lawmakers in Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu's government have joined the cause.

The Israeli security establishment opposes this land grab. So do most Israelis, surveys have found for years. That dissent spilled into view last week when thousands of settler activists toured the Israeli border region near Gaza. "I hear these things and I'm horrified," a soldier tasked with protecting the group told a reporter. "It's revolting, because I know that my friends and younger brother are the ones who will guard those settlements." Referring to one of the activists, he added: "My greatest fear is that your vision will come true, and that keeps me up whole nights. I don't want my friends to sacrifice their lives for a goal that sanctifies the death of innocent people."

But popular opinion may not matter, because Netanyahu is not responsive to popular opinion. The prime minister's coalition received just 48.4 percent of the vote in Israel's most recent election, and only came to power thanks to support from far-right anti-Arab parties. Without them, Netanyahu's government would collapse, and he would have to hold elections that polls show he would lose. In other words, the Israeli leader is beholden precisely to those who aim to annex Gaza and the occupied West Bank. The Biden administration worked to combat this influence, but President Donald Trump has not only relieved that pressure--he has joined the other side, calling for Gazans to be relocated to make way for a "Riviera in the Middle East." The result: The obstacles to the far right's blueprint for conquest and ethnic cleansing have been removed, and its agenda has effectively become Netanyahu's policy.

Yair Rosenberg: The worst-kept secret of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict

Unsurprisingly then, the push for settlement and annexation has escalated. Last week, 22 lawmakers in Netanyahu's coalition signed a letter pressing Israel's defense minister to allow activists into northern Gaza itself to scout potential settlement locations. "The return of the Jewish people to these places is not just a strategic step," they wrote, "but a return to Zion in the deepest and most practical sense." On Sunday, the far-right minister Itamar Ben-Gvir visited the Temple Mount in Jerusalem, the hotly contested holy site, and declared, "We are relaying a message that from today on, we are conquering the entire Gaza Strip, announcing our sovereignty on the entire Gaza Strip, taking down every Hamas member, and encouraging voluntary emigration"--his preferred euphemism for ethnic cleansing.

Right-wing media in Israel have also begun seeding the idea of resettlement in earnest. Last Thursday, Makor Rishon, a newspaper that serves the settler community, ran a story titled "Negotiations on the Verge of Collapse: Israel Prepares for Annexation." Amit Segal, the best-sourced journalist on the Israeli right, recently promoted a poll with the headline "A Majority of Israelis Support Jewish Settlement in Gaza." The not-so-resounding results of that survey? Fifty-two percent for, 48 percent against. The poll was commissioned and published by Israel Hayom, the pro-Netanyahu newspaper founded and funded by the late right-wing casino magnate Sheldon Adelson, and it was an outlier on the topic.

Other leaked reports suggest either that Netanyahu plans to fully reoccupy Gaza--a course consistent with potential resettlement--or that he intends to pursue a comprehensive hostage deal that would lead to a negotiated conclusion to the war. These competing narratives reflect an internal information war over Israel's next steps. Not coincidentally, 19 former heads of Israel's security services released a video on Sunday calling for Israel to end the war, which they argue has crossed moral and strategic red lines and is now serving another agenda. "There are moments that represent a 'black flag' in which one must stand firm and say: This far and no further," Netanyahu's former defense minister Moshe Ya'alon declares in the clip, claiming that the government has been suborned by "messianic zealots."

For now, something intermediate might be in the offing. Segal has reported on a plan to annex the border regions of Gaza as a way to pressure Hamas to release its hostages, because the group "cares more about land than human lives." Conveniently, this piecemeal annexation could be presented as a military maneuver against Hamas, while also advancing the goals of the settler right--the sort of dual-use policy that Netanyahu has pursued to keep his partners on side since this war began.

Annexation in any form would undoubtedly be met with international opprobrium, threats of sanctions, and further isolation of Israel on the world stage. The cascade of Western countries recognizing a Palestinian state can be understood as an attempt to oppose Israeli designs on the territory. But with Trump still backing Netanyahu, the Israeli leader has little immediate incentive to alter course. Netanyahu is a master of pivoting when politically convenient--including on seemingly core principles--but he tends to choose whatever option keeps him in power, which means that changing his direction requires changing his calculation as to what will accomplish that.

Franklin Foer: Israel's last chance

Over the weekend, Jews around the world observed Tisha B'av, Judaism's day of mourning that commemorates the destruction of the First and Second Temples in Jerusalem. On Monday, Netanyahu opened his cabinet meeting with a reference to those events: "1,955 years ago, following Tisha B'av, we suffered the greatest defeat in our history," he said. "At that time, we were divided, splintered, and fighting with one another." Today, by contrast, "we are in the midst of a great war in which we attained historic achievements because we were not divided, because we stood together and fought together."

Netanyahu's boast of Israeli solidarity--made as protests against his war policy and his attempt to fire the attorney general investigating his government roiled the country--rang hollow. But the prime minister's reference to Tisha B'av was apt, if not for the reasons he thought.

As the Talmud tells it, when the Romans first laid siege to Jerusalem and the Second Temple, the walled city had supplies to withstand the blockade for years to come. The rabbinic sages counseled patience, seeking a diplomatic accommodation that would avert mass bloodshed. Instead, a group of Jewish zealots burned the city's storehouses in order to force the population to fight rather than wait out or appease their adversaries. Jerusalem was conquered and the Temple destroyed. A radical minority yoked the entire polity to a messianic policy--and the result turned out to be a national catastrophe.
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The 48-Hour Fentanyl Clock

San Francisco is changing how it responds to homelessness and addiction on its streets--but people who need help right now don't have the luxury of waiting.

by Ethan Brooks




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

At the onset of the AIDS crisis in the early 1980s, U.S. cities began trying new ways to stop the spread of infection among drug users. Ideas that were first seen as radical, such as needle exchanges, quickly caught on--because they worked. San Francisco is one the first places where such programs took root. Now it's one of the places questioning whether they should still exist.

This is the second episode in a three-part series from Radio Atlantic, No Easy Fix, about why, even in one of the world's most inventive cities, a visible and pervasive problem is still so hard to overcome.

The following is a transcript of the episode:

Hanna Rosin: This is Radio Atlantic. I'm Hanna Rosin. Today, we have the second episode of No Easy Fix, our three-part series about why San Francisco, one of the world's most innovative cities, can't seem to solve the very visible problems of homelessness and addiction.

Joe Wynne: If there was any series of tasks I could go through to get my best friend back, I would go through hell.


Rosin: Last week, we met Evan, who finally made the decision to try and get off the streets.

Evan: Yeah, I'm falling apart, and I'm, in a way, I'm kind of glad. (Laughs.) 'Cause I'm--it's kind of making me turn to stop.


Rosin: If you missed Episode 1, I highly encourage you to go back and listen.

This week, Evan takes his first steps towards recovery--just as the city's mayor starts to implement a less-tolerant approach. Reporter Ethan Brooks takes it from here.

Ethan Brooks: Before Evan's life began to look how it does now, before spending all day and all night chasing fentanyl, it looked pretty normal. For a lot of people who are addicted and living on the street, this is not the case; even the idea of a stable life is kind of an abstract thing.

But Evan had a good job; he worked for his friend Joe in Northern California. He had an apartment and a family and a dream: of putting his son through college, something Evan's parents weren't able to do for him.

Evan: I've always been able to have a job and a house and everything and still have been able to use, and when it got to the point of losing all of that, I was able to make the choice to not use anymore.


Brooks: But when fentanyl took hold of him, when he lost the job and the apartment, part of him thought it was only a matter of time before the scale of that loss woke him up, forced him back on the right track. But it seemed to have the opposite effect.

Evan: Losing all of that, you would think it would be more of an incentive not to be like this, but it's like the more I lost, the more I got like this.
 Brooks: Like, if you've lost the job and family and all that stuff?
 Evan: What is there else to lose, kind of.


Brooks: This, usually, is called "rock bottom." And the thing about that phrase is that you pretty much only hear it when someone is telling a redemption story, their story of recovery, while so many people who reach this point, who made it all the way down to rock bottom, don't end up telling a story at all.

That sense of having nothing left to lose, paired with an addiction to an opioid many times stronger than heroin, is a deadly, deadly combination. But after five years with nothing to live for, Evan did not die.

[Music]

Brooks: One of the reasons Evan survived is because the city of San Francisco marshaled immense resources to keep him--and people like him--alive.

The city supplied clean pipes and foil, and clean needles for injection users. In 2022, it provided a place where people could use fentanyl under medical supervision. It gave out Narcan, and trained people to check on drug users if they seemed unresponsive, and to reverse overdoses if they were not. That's done by sliding a plastic nozzle into a stranger's nostril, which is a remarkably intimate act.

These measures prevent the spread of disease and bring people back from overdoses that would otherwise be fatal. But in the Tenderloin, and in these pockets of open drug use all around the country, they can also contribute to a sort of limbo--keeping people alive without really living.

The idea behind this approach is that what it costs the city might, one day, be worth it if Evan can survive long enough to say something like this:

Evan: I don't know where to go. And it's raining, and I'm cold, and I'm hungry (Laughs.) And I'm over it. I'm so over it.


Brooks: Those three words, "I'm over it," which Evan was clear meant I'm ready to get off the street, ready for treatment" are supposed to be the magic words. They're supposed to clear a path for Evan to walk out from this liminal existence back into the world of the living. And together with the measures that helped keep Evan alive until he was ready, form a strategy that is more humane and more effective than the alternatives.

This is supposed to save Evan's life. That's the theory, anyway.

[Music]

Brooks: From The Atlantic, this is No Easy Fix, Episode 2, "Tolerance."

The set of strategies that helped keep Evan alive these last few years live under an umbrella of public health philosophy called "harm reduction." And immediately, if you start asking around, it becomes clear that no one agrees at all on what harm reduction is.

Harm reduction is safe supplies, like clean needles, pipes, and foil, that prevent the spread of disease. It's also Narcan, the overdose-reversal drug. Medications like methadone and buprenorphine that reduce cravings and protect against overdose, that's harm reduction too. Medically supervised injection is also harm reduction. It's even been argued that certain drug dealers, the ones who provide a trustworthy and consistent product, should be called "harm reductionists."

It's a term with a lot of space for interpretation and, recently, the object of a lot of anger.

Archival (National Harm Reduction Coalition): Save our town! Save our town! Save our town!
 Archival (BBC News): --when we take the steps to be more aggressive with law enforcement and less tolerant of all the bullshit that has destroyed our city.
 Mark Farrell (from KPIX): We have gone, in San Francisco, from a point of compassion on our streets to enabling street behavior, and from my point of view--
 [Music]


Brooks: The fate of harm reduction, whatever shape it will take around the country, will dictate when and how thousands of people like Evan seek treatment--and whether or not they live long enough to seek it voluntarily.

San Francisco is one the first places in America where this idea took root. Now it's one of the places that will decide its future.

Barry Petersen (from CBS San Francisco): "It appeared a year ago in New York's gay community, then in the gay communities in San Francisco and Los Angeles. Now it's been detected in Haitian refugees; no one knows why. And in heavy drug users, especially in New York City--no one knows why. And in some people with--"


Brooks: In the early '80s, HIV was beginning to spread. Across the county, people were dying with conditions that were normally seen in the very elderly or very frail, and no one knew how to help.

In New York, about a third of HIV cases were found in IV drug users--that's people injecting heroin or cocaine. San Francisco wasn't yet seeing those types of numbers, but it seemed like only a matter of time before it caught up.

In the city, the message for people sharing needles, which was literally handed to people leaving the hospital after an overdose, was: "Stop doing drugs." This was, at best, simplistic.

Nationally, the message was somehow even simpler; it was the era of the "Just Say No" campaign.

But there was another way, a radical way.

 Bonnie Fergusson: A lot of people were counseling us that we shouldn't just go out and start a needle exchange, because it was illegal, we'd get in trouble, we'd get arrested--blah, blah, blah.


Brooks: This is Bonnie Fergusson, a health researcher living in San Francisco at the time. The idea she's referring to is the photonegative of "Just Say No"; the idea was free, clean needles.

Fergusson: They said we should focus on trying to get a law through the state legislature making it legal first. That's what they wanted us to do. But the problem is, we knew that the virus was not gonna wait until the law changed, so if something effective was gonna be done, it had to be done immediately.


Brooks: Bonnie and a few others began an underground needle exchange called Prevention Point.

Hilary McQuie:  I was invited in because I had friends who were injection-drug users that I was worried about, and also because I have a history of doing nonviolent direct action.


Brooks: Hilary McQuie was part of that original group. So was Donny Gann.

Donny Gann: The initial idea was that we're gonna do this--it's gonna end up essentially being a civil-disobedience action.


Brooks: There were two sides to their plan for an underground needle exchange. One team would distribute needles. They dressed up in ragged clothes to fit in, hid the clean needles and a bucket for the used ones in a stroller, then pushed it around the Tenderloin. That was called the "roving team."

McQuie: The roving team, we thought, would be the ones that would really be doing the needle exchange. And then the "sitting-duck team," as we called ourselves, would be the people who got arrested.


Brooks: The point was to get arrested. This was a group of volunteers that wanted to make a statement to force the city to start its own needle exchange.

Gann: We designated a time we got together, did a little circle together of, like, Okay, here we go, and--
 Brooks: (Laughs.) What do you mean, "a little circle"? Like a huddle?
 Gann: Sort of hugged (Laughs.) circled up, and, you know, looked at each other, and--I mean, it was, you know, Ethan, it was--I mean, we didn't know what was going to happen.


Brooks: The first night, November 2, 1988, they exchanged only a few needles, and only a few more when they went out again a week later. But slowly, word about this underground needle exchange started to spread, and people started lining up.

Gann: I always remember it as the third week. We were there at that stationary site and, up at the next corner, appeared two middle-aged, well-developed white men in leather jackets, and they sort of strode down the street towards us. And as they approached, they had their leather jackets unzipped enough that we could read their Police Athletic League T-shirts, which they were both wearing.
 Brooks: Oh yeah?
 Gann: They came up, and they said, "Good evening, citizens," and we said, "Good evening," and they passed by. So then, we were like, "Well, now they know."


Brooks: Donny, Hilary, and the rest of the sitting-duck team waited to get arrested. But as the weeks passed and the lines at the exchange got longer, it didn't happen. There were no consequences for handing out free needles on the street to drug addicts.

On their first night, in November 1988, they exchanged only a few needles. In the spring of 1992, Prevention Point exchanged 343,883 syringes. A study of Prevention Point estimated that in the month of October of 1992, 3,600 syringes contaminated with HIV were removed from the environment by the syringe-exchange program--3,600 contaminated needles in one month.

[Music]

Brooks: What is so extraordinary about Prevention Point and this earliest phase of harm reduction is how undeniably superior it was to "Just Say No," not just at saving the lives of drug users, but at preventing the broader spread of HIV and improving the health of the city. It was a program that was, at once, more tolerant and more effective than the status quo.

Over the next three decades, what was, at first, a radical approach worked its way from the fringes to the center. President Biden made harm reduction a central pillar of the federal response to the opioid crisis. It became national policy to supply Evan and people like him with free, clean supplies. Thousands of opioid overdoses are reversed by Narcan every year. Harm reduction expanded far beyond syringe exchange.

[Music]

Brooks: In the spring of 2020, just a few weeks into the citywide lockdown, billboards started appearing around San Francisco. One showed a group of young, fashionable people smiling and laughing, looking towards the camera.

Keith Humphreys: If you didn't see the text and you just looked at them, you would think, These are probably beer ads.


Brooks: This is Keith Humphreys. He's a professor and addiction researcher at Stanford.

Humphreys: Because you have attractive young people, they're laughing, they're nicely dressed, they're in a cool apartment, so you think, This must be "Miller Time" or something like that.


Brooks: But the text next to the image says, "Do it with friends. Use with people and take turns. Try not to use alone."

Humphreys: And then to realize, Oh, this is not (Laughs.) about beer; it's about fentanyl--holy cow, that's unexpected.


Brooks: The ads were part of a multistate campaign from the Harm Reduction Coalition. This group was founded in San Francisco in the early '90s, a product of that first needle exchange.

For Keith, the billboards clarified something.

In the early '80s, HIV was a death sentence, and heroin was the opioid in circulation. By the time that billboard went up in San Francisco, the fundamental equation that had worked so effectively during the AIDS crisis--"make injection-drug use safe to help prevent the spread of HIV"--had undergone a kind of inversion.

Humphreys: Heroin use is dangerous, but the odds are, if you use heroin for a year, there's maybe a one-in-a-hundred or a one-in-200 chance that you'll die. Today, thank goodness, we can treat HIV and AIDS, but fentanyl has a death rate annually perhaps as high as one in 20. Now the math has to be different because HIV is a more manageable condition by far, and opioid addiction is a much less manageable condition by far.


Brooks: So it followed, for Keith, that what was needed was a new equation for harm reduction.

Humphreys: Instead, it evolved much more to a drug-user's-rights point of view, that drug use is a right that should not be infringed, nor should it be looked down upon or stigmatized. The point is that--supporting that person's individual choice to do this, their freedom.
 It was just an odd politics that I hadn't seen before, because in some ways, people were very prominently identifying with the left for things like anti-racism and anti-policing, but on the other hand, they were evoking a lot of libertarian arguments that are often more common on the right, like around gun rights or the right to refuse to take a vaccine because of the--bodily autonomy should be unlimited.
 Brooks: Hmm.
 Humphreys: Whether you think it's right or wrong, that's not a public-health argument.


Brooks: Safe supplies didn't cause San Francisco's crisis, but they are by far the most visible of the city-funded harm-reduction services. For a lot of San Franciscans, what they represented was a different kind of tolerance: acceptance of this visible suffering, of decline, and of an uncertain future.

[Music]

(Phone rings.)


Daniel Lurie: Ethan, it's Daniel Lurie.


Brooks: Daniel Lurie is the mayor of San Francisco. He's been in office now for about seven months. Before that, he ran a nonprofit called Tipping Point Community, which has invested millions of dollars in housing and educational projects.

The job in front of Lurie is to pull the city out of the tailspin that started in 2020 with COVID and population decline and the fentanyl crisis.

Lurie:  We, as a city, just got to this point where we were like, If somebody wants to keep harming themselves and, really, killing themselves, that's their right. And we forgot about the 840--850,000 other people that are raising families here, paying rent, taking their kids to school, and they don't feel safe taking their kids to a bus stop or just walking down the street, because someone is struggling with addiction or is just not well. I think we forgot that for a number of years. I think we lost our way as a city.


Brooks: So the mayor's mandate is to find a new way when it comes to unsheltered homelessness and addiction and behavioral health, to redraw the lines around what the city will tolerate and what it will not.

Lurie:    Having someone out that is lost and hurting and in pain and us saying, "Oh, we're gonna keep you out there; we're not gonna help you and, actually, we're gonna allow you to do that," that's not okay. And these are not San Francisco values, to let somebody struggle and use and die on our streets; there's nothing compassionate about that. And so we have to change our approach.


Brooks: In these first seven months, the city ended the practice of handing out fentanyl-safe smoking supplies without connection to counseling. The mayor has made plans to increase the number of police officers and sheriff's deputies. He also designated San Francisco as "recovery first," meaning its first priority is no longer just survival, but to push people off the street and into recovery.

Harm reduction is not being thrown out; clean needles, Narcan, these services aren't going anywhere. But now the idea is to do both.

Lurie:  I believe in harm reduction. You have to keep people alive to get them into treatment. There's always a sense in our city, and maybe this is in other cities too, that--the competing: that treatment has to fight against harm reduction. I don't see it that way. We have to do both.


[Music]

Brooks: Back in the early days of the needle exchange in San Francisco, the rights and autonomy of drug users were aligned with the interests of public health. The two could coexist, even thrive, under the umbrella of harm reduction. It's the reason those cops didn't arrest Donny Gann on the spot.

But the potency of fentanyl requires that cities do more than reduce individual harm. At the very least, they must clear the path to treatment for people like Evan, people who need it.

After the break, Evan tries to escape his addiction and life on the street.

[Break]

Brooks: When someone like Evan says they wanna get off fentanyl and get off the street, when they demonstrate that they're serious about that desire, there is a vast machinery that's supposed to jump into gear.

In San Francisco, there are more shelter beds and more permanent housing for the homeless per capita than a lot of major cities around the country. It's near the top spenders on both homelessness and addiction per capita.

The treatment machine is designed to be fast because when someone like Evan wants change, that window is often vanishingly small. If the city gets it right, Evan can squeeze through and find himself, before long, living a normal life.

Recently, the mayor's office has been focusing on the first 48 hours off the street, how essential it is to get people on the right path within that time frame. So let's call this hour one of Evan's 48-hour treatment window. It's 7:30 a.m., Thursday, February 28, 2025--less than two months into the new mayor's administration.

(Car door opens.)


Brooks: Liz picks me up in the Mission District.  Last night, Evan and Liz made a plan to meet at the shelter where he's been staying. There are two things that need to happen before we can check him into residential rehab: First, he needs to get on methadone--that's an addiction treatment that reduces cravings. Second, they need to get medical care for his leg. They don't think rehab will accept him without treating it first.

(Street noise.)
 Liz Breuilly:  All right, where's Evan at?
 Brooks: Hour one does not start well.
 Breuilly:  I talked to him last night, and we were gonna meet here.
 Brooks: Oh.
 Breuilly: He was saying he was even gonna sleep out here so I could grab him this morning, but maybe he went inside to get food or something.


Brooks: Evan is not inside grabbing food. In hour two and hour three, we learn that he doesn't seem to be grabbing food anywhere else either.

Breuilly: Of course the phone's going straight to voicemail.
 (Car passes.)
 Breuilly: I can't believe he's not here.


Brooks: Around hour six, we try the methadone clinic. Maybe Evan made his way over there on his own. But they won't tell Liz whether he's there or not. Over and over, they say, "We can't confirm or deny that he's a client," while Liz begs them for information.

Eventually, Liz calls Joe--that's Evan's best friend from before he became homeless.

Breuilly: I couldn't find him, and I still can't find him, and now we've missed the window.
 Wynne: Oh, wait, the fentanyl junkie wasn't good at doing a date and time to make? Whoa.
 Breuilly: (Laughs.)
 Wynne: Yeah.


[Music]

Brooks: Only at about hour 12 of Evan's window does Liz learn why she hasn't found him.

Archival (KPIX news): Right now on the afternoon edition, police move in and take back a once-tranquil square, then dubbed "Zombie Park," in San Francisco, arresting dozens of people for doing and selling drugs.


Brooks: Last night, the police raided the park where Evan was.

Breuilly: They surrounded the park! They brought in agencies from all over. They had drones flying over, and then they say, Nobody leave the park. Stay in the park. You are under arrest.


Brooks: The raid was a sort of statement of intent by the new mayor. He said as much in a press conference afterwards.

Lurie (from KPIX news): And this is a message that I want everybody in the city to hear: If you are selling drugs in this city, we are coming after you.
 Brooks: Have you ever seen anything like that in San Francisco before?
 Breuilly: Never, never, never, never.


Brooks: Evan got away without being arrested.

On one hand, the raid was a successful show of force, the type of display many San Franciscans had been hoping for. But on the other, it got in the way of another one of its goals, which was to get Evan off the street.

Evan was seeking treatment at a moment, less than two months into the new city government, when the city was beginning to build a new strategy that would use less carrot and more stick. Those first hours of Evan's window went to waste.

(Chatter.)


The next day is Friday, February 28, hour 26 of Evan's 48-hour window. Liz is back at 9 a.m. this time, with a dozen doughnuts and five coffees.

Today, after all the uncertainty and searching the day before, Evan is right where we expect him.

 Brooks: 'Sup, man? How you doing?
 Evan: Good.
 Brooks: Good to see you.
 Evan: Good. Good to see you too.


Brooks: Evan is standing outside the shelter, leaning on someone's wheelchair for support. Liz hands out coffee and doughnuts to people on the street while Evan video-calls Joe.

Evan: Oh my goodness.
 Wynne: Ah, ah, ah, how are you, lover boy?
 Evan: I'm pretty good.
 Wynne: You're looking extra humbled right now.


Brooks: Evan walks Joe through his efforts to get into treatment on his own, before he linked up with Liz.

He says that over the last few weeks, he tried to get into rehab, but was not admitted because of his leg was in such bad shape. He says he got arrested for shoplifting too--and released quickly also because of his leg.

Evan's leg is in really bad shape. If he doesn't get medical care for it soon, he risks losing it. It's both the key motivator for Evan to seek treatment and the key obstacle. So far, it's felt like the world has been telling him, We won't treat you, because you're sick.

Wynne:  Be good, and, yeah, I hope you get it straightened out some, dawg. We'd love to have you up here for a while still and then get you all straightened up, and we'll send you home to your boy.


Brooks: When people talk about fentanyl and the threat that it presents, what they focus on, more than anything else, is just how potent it is compared to its predecessors. You'll hear that it's 25 times, 50 times more potent than heroin. Then you hear about overdoses--an epidemic of overdoses, people who overdose two or three times a day.

But this singular focus on potency means that we overlook something else, which is time and the way that fentanyl distorts it.

On one hand, fentanyl demands a rigid schedule. While a heroin user might get away with a few days without a fix, fentanyl users only have hours before the withdrawal symptoms kick in. To avoid debilitating sickness, Evan uses about four times a day and tries to set aside enough for when he wakes up in the morning.

On the other hand, a fentanyl user's experience of time is hazy at best. Almost nobody has a phone or a working watch; these are items that will be stolen immediately in the Tenderloin. Your experience of the passage of time becomes highly inaccurate. And the longer you stay out on the street, the more disconnected from time you become.

Evan, for example, didn't know about Trump's reelection until about two weeks after it happened. When his friend Joe mentioned using AI for something, Evan figured Joe was just joking because as far as he knew, AI isn't real.

This is why, when someone like Evan is motivated, pace is key. Now that Liz had collected Evan, the clock was ticking.

Breuilly: Here, there's parking right here. All right, well, he's gotta go in there. As, we do.


Brooks: The first methadone clinic that Evan and Liz try--the same one that, the day before, wouldn't tell Liz whether Evan was there or not--won't take Evan. Apparently, there's a staffing shortage. They give Evan a flyer with information about other methadone clinics in the city, but it's in Spanish.

The second methadone clinic says they won't take Evan either. They're not taking any new patients today, and even if they were, Evan would need an ID, which of course Evan doesn't have, because Evan doesn't have anything. But Liz has Evan's ID, a picture of it that she's had for years. She convinces the clinic to make an exception. They take Evan to a back room and start him on methadone.

The next step is treatment for Evan's leg, without which Evan won't be admitted to rehab. There's a medical clinic just down the street. It's not a hospital; it's a low-barrier urgent-care facility geared specifically towards people experiencing homelessness. It's a place where injuries like Evan's are a very common sight.

Liz and Evan go inside, while I sit in the car, and then, after only a few minutes, they're back.

Brooks: They're gonna have you do it yourself?
 Evan: They couldn't see me today--surprise.
 Brooks: Why?
 Evan: 'Cause the wound is too complicated to address at the moment after showing it to them, and they were--


Brooks: The medical clinic says they won't treat Evan today. These services that would need to work quickly are instead failing slowly.

[Music]

Brooks: It's now about hour 36 of those first 48 crucial hours, and the sun is going down. On Evan's escape checklist is methadone, which is done, and medical treatment, which has been deferred. Liz will now do Evan's wound care herself.

[GPS gives directions: "Make a U-turn on Civic Center parking garage. Then turn left on McAllister Street."]

Brooks: Without a proper examination room, Liz and Evan need to find somewhere private. After some debate, they settle on the plaza in front of city hall, in front of the huge, domed building where the mayor and the board of supervisors spend their days. They choose it because the plaza is dark, and Evan is ashamed. Evan steps away to smoke fentanyl before Liz goes to work treating his leg. Fentanyl, at least, is a painkiller.

We're not alone in the plaza tonight. The San Francisco Symphony is playing a concert. There's an auditorium packed with people in fancy dress just across the way, listening to Rachmaninoff's Symphony No. 2. By hour 39, Evan's checklist is complete: His leg is clean, with fresh bandages, and he has 50 milligrams of methadone in his system, which will help cut down withdrawals. But it's Friday, and the rehab that Evan and Liz settled on doesn't take new people over the weekend, so Evan will have to make it another 48 hours on his own until Monday.

The only answer to the pace that fentanyl sets for people addicted to it is a treatment response at a speed that can match it. Fentanyl users will always fail to get on methadone if intake moves slower than the time it takes to go into withdrawal. They will fail to go to rehab if it takes too long to complete the steps required to get in. And cities will fail to effectively reduce harm if it takes decades to recognize that the tactics that worked for heroin users during the AIDS crisis won't work in the same way for fentanyl users during an overdose crisis.

[Music]

Brooks: In July, Daniel Lurie signed his first budget as mayor. The budget increased money for shelter beds and treatment beds for people dealing with addiction, and reduced spending on permanent supportive housing and harm-reduction programs.

Evan: Hey, Liz!
 Breuilly: Hi, buddy. It's Saturday. What's happening?
 Evan: (Laughs.) You sound sleepy. (Laughs.)


Brooks: The next day, I'm sitting with Evan while he talks to Liz on the phone. It's hour 56 of Evan's 48-hour window.

Breuilly: Yeah, you guys wore me out a little bit. I'm, you know, I know I look amazing, but I'm not 20.
 Evan: (Laughs.)


Brooks: Liz has been thinking about what she saw last night when she changed Evan's dressing, and you can hear that she's worried. Evan is worried, too.

Breuilly: Your leg is not gonna look drastically better anytime soon.
 Evan: (Laughs.) Right.
 Breuilly: Right? So you have what we call now a "chronic leg wound."
 Evan: Right, right. Like John--


Brooks: From last night to today, Liz decided she wants to throw out the original plan. Quit the treatment infrastructure; enter the emergency-medical system. Now she wants Evan to go to the hospital, to San Francisco General, as soon as they get off the phone.

Breuilly: Okay, so go back to SF General--take a breath. I'm proud of you. This is a lot, okay? I'm sorry, buddy. I'm sorry. Now, go back to the General. Tell them, when you check in, just the truth: that you've had increased swelling, increased pain, and the wound is a lot worse; that you are trying to get into treatment and that they will not take you, currently, with no wound-care plan for your leg; and that you're very--


Brooks: Liz and Evan wrap up their call. Evan and I stand at 16th and Mission as the day turns into night, and we keep standing, keep talking.

I'm flying out soon, so I set up an email account for Evan so he can stay in touch from the hospital and write down my phone number on pieces of paper so he can call me when he arrives at the hospital. Evan pulls out deodorant and Q-tips--from where, I don't know--cleans himself up to get ready. He says he'll call me when he arrives.

[Music]

Brooks: That call never comes. We have missed the crucial window, and now, in urgent need of medical care, Evan is gone.

[Music]

Next week: San Francisco takes its first steps toward expanding a system that would force people like Evan off the street and into care. And Joe and Liz search for their missing friend.

[Music]

No Easy Fix is produced and reported by me, Ethan Brooks, edited by Jocelyn Frank and Hanna Rosin. Engineering by Rob Smierciak, fact-checking by Sam Fentress. Claudine Ebeid is the executive producer of Atlantic audio, and Andrea Valdez is our managing editor. See you next week.
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Donald Trump Doesn't Want You to Read This Article

The president keeps trying to change the subject from Jeffrey Epstein, but his tactics are only making it worse.

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.

Donald Trump doesn't want you to read this article.

Don't let it go to your head, and I won't let it go to mine; we're not special. He doesn't want anyone reading anything about Jeffrey Epstein, or his own relationship with the late sex offender. And yet his intensive efforts to change the subject to something--anything--else seem to bring only more scrutiny.

This evening, CNN reported, a group of top administration officials, including the vice president, attorney general, FBI director, and White House chief of staff, had been planning to gather to discuss whether to release the recording of an interview between Ghislaine Maxwell, a convicted sex trafficker and an Epstein associate, and Deputy Attorney General Todd Blanche. Then, this afternoon, Reuters reported the meeting had been canceled, with Vice President J. D. Vance's spokesperson denying that it had ever even been planned. Yesterday, Republicans in the House subpoenaed the Justice Department for some records related to Epstein.

As the Epstein story's lock on headlines enters its second month, the president has employed three main tactics to try to dislodge it. First, he has ordered his supporters to stop talking about Epstein. "Their new SCAM is what we will forever call the Jeffrey Epstein Hoax, and my PAST supporters have bought into this 'bullshit,' hook, line, and sinker," he wrote, part of a long and anguished Truth Social post on July 16. This has been somewhat effective in certain quarters: In the days after Trump's pleas, Fox News aired less coverage of the story.

Trying to stifle coverage this way has flaws. Much of the interest in Epstein originated in MAGA media itself, so claiming that these supporters fell for a hoax is dodgy--especially when the attorney general and the FBI director were among the foremost merchants of innuendo. And it almost goes without saying that screaming at people not to pay attention to a topic will only make them suspect there's something to see.

Some Trump-aligned outlets may be willing to take his lead, but other media organizations are not. A press that might have treated the Epstein story as either old news or somewhat prurient just a few months ago is now eager to find new information about it. Julie K. Brown, the Miami Herald reporter who doggedly pursued the story, is the most desired guest on the podcast circuit. Just yesterday, The New York Times published photos of unclear provenance showing the inside of Epstein's Manhattan townhouse.

Second, Trump has tried to change the subject, whether that's attempting to breathe new life into his claims of a "Russia hoax," threatening to federalize the District of Columbia, or taking a walk on the White House roof. Distraction has long been an effective tactic for Trump, but it's also a familiar one. Trump's efforts have produced an amusing dynamic where no matter what he does, many people treat it as an attempt to distract from Epstein, which only points back to Epstein. Trump also keeps stepping on his own ploys. When the president announced the return of the Presidential Fitness Test last week, he invited the Hall of Fame linebacker Lawrence Taylor to join him. But Taylor is a sex offender, having pleaded guilty in connection with paying a 16-year-old to have sex with him. This was not only a strange invitation on its own; it was also a reminder about Trump's former friend Jeffrey Epstein's sex trafficking of girls.

Third, the Trump administration and its GOP allies have tried to provide at least some information to the public, in the hope that it will sate appetites. Frequently, these moves have just whetted them. The Justice Department released what it said was "raw" footage from the jail where Epstein died, only for Wired to report that the tape was, in fact, spliced. (Attorney General Pam Bondi attributed the missing footage to a quirk of the security-camera system, though government sources who spoke to CBS News disputed that explanation.) Blanche's interview with Maxwell is at least ostensibly an attempt to find new information, though it lends itself to further conspiracy theories about backroom agreements. This is especially true given Maxwell's unexplained move to a minimum-security prison shortly after the interview, as well as Trump's refusal to rule out pardoning her. House Speaker Mike Johnson has called for "full transparency" about Epstein, yet he also adjourned the House rather than hold a vote on releasing files related to the case. The mystery of the reported planned meeting scheduled for tonight is more fuel for intrigue.

When Trump himself has spoken out recently, he has brought only more attention to the matter, to borrow his phrase. The president was evidently aware of Epstein's sexual proclivities--"It is even said that he likes beautiful women as much as I do, and many of them are on the younger side," he told New York magazine in 2002--but has said that he didn't know about Epstein's criminal activity. For years, reports indicated that Trump had fallen out with Epstein, a longtime friend, over a real-estate matter. Last week, however, Trump suggested that their clash came after Epstein "stole" employees from Mar-a-Lago--possibly including Virginia Giuffre, a prominent Epstein accuser who died by suicide in April. This drew understandable outrage from Giuffre's family but also raised questions about what Trump might have known about Epstein's trafficking.

And when The Wall Street Journal reported on a letter the president had allegedly written to Epstein, Trump denied writing the letter but also insisted that he'd never made drawings--which elicited plenty of examples of past doodles, weakening his excuse. His splashy defamation lawsuit and demand to promptly depose the Journal's owner, Rupert Murdoch, fanned the flames. (The paper says it stands by its reporting.)

Yesterday, I wrote about how Trump talks about Russian interference in the 2016 presidential election. In that case, Trump's heated denials fed a belief among many of his critics that he must be hiding something. But the juiciest rumors did not prove true; the worst of the scandal had already been made public. Perhaps the same is true of Epstein: We already know that Trump was friends with him, and we already know that Trump was seemingly aware of his interest in young women. If Trump isn't hiding anything, though, he's not doing a good job of convincing the public of that.

Related:

	Trump's Epstein denials are ever so slightly unconvincing.
 	A MAGA attorney hired Epstein's lawyer for his "valuable" experience.




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	 The most nihilistic conflict on Earth, by Anne Applebaum
 
 	 Trump wasted no time derailing his own AI plan.
 
 	 Hegseth's headlong pursuit of academic mediocrity
 




Today's News

	 President Donald Trump announced that he will double tariffs on Indian exports to the United States to 50 percent by late August, citing India's continued purchase of Russian oil. The move aims to pressure Russia over the war in Ukraine.
 
 	 Five soldiers were shot at Fort Stewart-Hunter Army Airfield, in Georgia. The suspect is in custody, and the shooting is under investigation.
 
 	According to sources familiar with the plan, Trump told European leaders that he intends to meet with Vladimir Putin and Volodymyr Zelensky to push for an end to the war in Ukraine, though it is unclear if the two have agreed to the meetings.
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Enough With the Mom Guilt Already

By Maytal Eyal

As I inch closer to motherhood and all of the unknowns that come with it, I sometimes feel as if my entire future is suspended in midair: How might my personality shift? What will my child be like? How will my marriage change? In the midst of that uncertainty, therapy culture tells moms, You can ensure that your kid will grow up to be happy and healthy if ... and then provides a guidebook of tips to read and details to obsess over. In a country where mothers receive so little structural support--where community has eroded, maternity leave is minimal, and child-care costs can be astronomical--the promise that parents alone can conjure all of the stability their child might need can feel like a warm hug. But really, that promise can be a trap.
 To be clear, I'm not arguing that moms shouldn't work on their own mental health, or that they shouldn't think deeply about their approach to parenting. Rather, I worry that therapy culture prompts mothers to gaze obsessively, unhealthily inward, and deflects attention from the external forces (cultural, economic, political) that are actually the source of so much anxiety.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	How many times can science funding be canceled?
 	Captain Ron's guide to fearless flying
 	The David Frum Show: Ukraine won't surrender.




Culture Break


Illustration by Raven Jiang



Read. Elaine Castillo's second novel, Moderation, captures the numerous ways that screens help people hide from themselves, Sarah Rose Etter writes.
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How Democrats Tied Their Own Hands on Redistricting

Their threat to match Republican gerrymandering could be difficult to fulfill.

by Russell Berman




As New York Governor Kathy Hochul denounced the GOP's aggressive attempt to gerrymander Democrats into political oblivion this week, she lamented her party's built-in disadvantage. "I'm tired of fighting this fight with my hand tied behind my back," she told reporters.

As political metaphors go, it's not a bad one. Hochul omitted a key detail, however: Democrats provided the rope themselves. For more than a decade, they've tried to be the party of good government on redistricting. But Democrats' support for letting independent commissions draw legislative maps has cost them seats in key blue states, and their push to ban gerrymandering nationwide flopped in the courts and in Congress.

Now that Republicans, at the behest of President Donald Trump, are moving quickly to redraw district lines in Texas and elsewhere in a bid to lock in their tenuous House majority, Democrats want to match them seat for seat in the states that they control. But the knots they've tied are hard to undo.

To boost the GOP's chances of winning an additional five House seats in Texas next year, all Governor Greg Abbott had to do was call the state's deeply conservative legislature back to Austin for an emergency session to enact new congressional maps. The proposed changes carve up Democratic seats in Texas's blue urban centers of Dallas, Houston, and Austin, as well as two seats along the U.S.-Mexico border, where Republicans are betting they can retain support among Latino voters who have moved right during the Trump era. Democratic lawmakers are trying to block the move by leaving the state and denying Republicans a required quorum in the legislature.

Read: Republicans want to redraw America's political map

By comparison, Democrats face a much longer and more arduous process to do the same in California and New York. Voters in both states would have to approve constitutional amendments to repeal or circumvent the nonpartisan redistricting commissions that Democrats helped enact. In California, Democrats hope to pass legislation this month that would put the question to voters this November. If the amendment is approved, the legislature could implement the new districts for the 2026 election. In New York, the legislature must pass the change in two separate sessions, meaning that a newly gerrymandered congressional map could not take effect until 2028 at the earliest.

By then, some Democrats fear it may be too late. Republicans want to gain seats through mid-decade redistricting not only in Texas but in GOP-controlled states such as Florida, Missouri, Ohio, and Indiana. The GOP goal is to secure enough seats to withstand an electoral backlash to Trump's presidency in next year's midterms.

That imbalance has caused Democrats to reassess--and in some cases abandon altogether--their support for rules they long championed as essential to maintaining a fair playing field on which both parties could compete. "What is at stake here is nothing less than the potential for permanent one-party control of the House of Representatives, and the threat of that to our democracy absolutely dwarfs any unfortunately quaint notions about the value of independent redistricting," Micah Lasher, a New York State assembly member who represents Manhattan's Upper West Side, told me. It's a reversal for Lasher, a former Hochul aide who won office last year while endorsing independent redistricting.

Lasher is the author of legislation that would allow New York to redraw its congressional maps in the middle of a decade if another state does so first. Lawmakers there could consider the bill when they return to Albany in January. The proposal is limited in scope: It does not throw out the state's decennial post-Census redistricting process but merely creates an exception allowing New York to respond to other states' moves. This is partly due to worries that voters might reject a more aggressive plan; in 2021, New York Democrats and election reformers failed to win approval of a series of statewide referenda aimed at expanding access to voting. (Republicans don't face the same concerns, because voters in red states won't have a direct say in the maps they draw.)

Read: The decision that could doom Democrats for a decade

Proposals like Lasher's have won the support of Democrats who previously led the fight to ban gerrymandering. On Monday, the Democratic Legislative Campaign Committee became the first party organization to formally call for Democrats to redraw congressional maps in states where they have the power to do so. "We're looking at a country where everything has changed, quite frankly, and the things that you thought could not happen happen," Andrea Stewart-Cousins, the majority leader of the New York State Senate and the chair of DLCC's board, told me.

Even as they pursued a national ban on gerrymandering, Democrats never forswore the practice entirely. Indeed, their ability to respond to Republicans now is constrained in part by the fact that district lines in blue states such as Illinois and Maryland are already skewed heavily in their favor. (Democrats control the legislatures and governorships of far fewer states than do Republicans, which further limits their power to match the GOP in gerrymandering.)

Yet Republicans' recent moves, aided by a Supreme Court ruling that sidelined federal courts from striking down purely partisan (as opposed to racial) gerrymanders, represent an escalation that has stunned Democrats. I asked Stewart-Cousins whether the party's push to take politics out of redistricting, which has succeeded in protecting one out of five congressional seats from the threat of gerrymandering, was misguided. "It wasn't a mistake," she insisted, casting the party's new posture more as a temporary shift than a permanent reorientation.

Lasher, however, wasn't so sure. "It is fair to say that Democrats in New York and around the country vastly underestimated the willingness of the Republican Party to cross every line, break every norm, and do so with enormous speed," he said. "We're in a period of adjustment. We better adjust really damn quickly."
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The War Over America's Birthday Party

As plans for the festivities became Trumpier, allies of the president tried to oust Republican commissioners.

by Michael Scherer




President Donald Trump's attempted takeover of America's 250th-anniversary celebration began this past spring when his team drew up a $33 million fundraising plan for a series of events starring the president, including a military parade in Washington. America250 had been founded by Congress as a bipartisan effort, with a mission to engage "350 million Americans for the 250th." But Trump kicked off the final year of preparations with a political rally at the Iowa State Fairgrounds, attacking Democrats before a crowd that waved America250 signs. "I hate them," Trump proclaimed July 3. "I cannot stand them, because I really believe they hate our country."

Around the same time, Trump's top political appointee at America250, a former Fox News producer named Ariel Abergel, moved to gain greater influence over the bipartisan commission. He called four Republican commissioners, who had been appointed years ago by then-Speaker of the House Paul Ryan and then-Senate Majority Leader Mitch McConnell, with a blunt request: Consider resigning to make way for new appointees.

That request was reiterated by current House Speaker Mike Johnson, who applied pressure to one appointee at the request of the White House. But rather than solidify Trump's control over the organization, the calls appear to have backfired, setting off a struggle for control of the organization, according to interviews with eight people briefed on the recent turmoil in the organization, who spoke with me on the condition of anonymity because they were not authorized to speak publicly.

The four targeted commissioners ultimately refused to resign, despite two initially signaling their intent to comply. Johnson's office decided to back off, and Senate Majority Leader John Thune has indicated that he seeks no changes to the commission, according to people familiar with their thinking. Then other members of the commission, which Abergel works for, began discussing efforts to push him out of his job, arguing that his decision to ask for the resignations demonstrated his lack of judgement.

"This position should have been reserved for a much more experienced and substantive candidate," one of the commissioners told me, reflecting the views expressed by others. "The 250th is too important as a milestone for our country to jeopardize it with someone who doesn't take it seriously."

T. H. Breen: Trump's un-American parade

Abergel defended his actions and argued that he had been acting in concert with the House speaker to request that "certain inactive members of the commission" resign. "The speaker has every right to make his own appointments to the commission," he told me in a statement. "While some anonymous individuals are focused on lying to the fake news, my focus remains the same: to make America250 the most patriotic celebration in American history."

The nation's leaders have been planning since 2016 for next year's celebrations to mark the 250th anniversary of the signing of the Declaration of Independence, which are expected to involve events in each of the states, including a ball drop in Times Square on July 4, organized in partnership with the commission. The Republican tax bill that Trump signed into law this summer included an additional $150 million for the Department of Interior, which is expected to be spent by the commission in partnership with a new White House task force to celebrate the anniversary, with additional private fundraising from companies such as Coca-Cola and Stellantis. But now, even as the festivities are unfolding, the commission that was established to oversee them is in turmoil.

Since winning reelection, Trump has moved swiftly to take control of the federal government's cultural institutions, including the Kennedy Center and the National Portrait Gallery. But the United States Semiquincentennial Commission answers largely to the legislative branch, not the White House, and has a sprawling leadership structure that includes sitting senators, members of Congress, and ex officio members such as the secretary of defense and the secretary of state.

Ryan Miller: Why I played the Kennedy Center

The power to direct the operation resides with an additional 16 "private citizen" commissioners, who are appointed in equal numbers by the Republican and Democratic leaders of the House and Senate for lifetime terms until the completion of the celebrations. Under the law, the forcible removal of commissioners requires a two-thirds vote of the commission, and the president's main power is his ability to appoint a chair from among the private citizens already serving.

According to four people familiar with the conversations, the four commissioners whom Abergel asked to resign are the Washington and Lee University professor Lucas Morel, the Hillsdale College professor Wilfred M. McClay, the educator Val Crofts, and Tom Walker, the founder of American Village, a historical-replica development in Alabama. Morel and McClay declined to comment. Crofts and Walker could not be reached for comment. Two people familiar with the commission's work described all four as regular participants in America250 oversight.

For the moment, there does not appear to be public pressure from Capitol Hill for a shake-up. "Johnson is not seeking the resignation of any of the speaker's appointees," a person familiar with his thinking, who requested anonymity to discuss the sensitive situation, told me. Someone familiar with Thune's thinking gave me a similar response: "Thune supports his appointees."

People familiar with the White House planning for America250 have argued that the commission needs more commitment of time and energy from its commissioners for the final year before next summer's festivities. They told me that the attempt to encourage resignations was blocked, ultimately, by commission bylaws that limit the ability of congressional offices to push out a commissioner. And they made clear that efforts to change the commission makeup could continue.

"So far, the best work they have done is being part of this loyal cabal," one person familiar with the White House thinking on the sitting commission told me. "There has been tremendous frustration with the lack of programmatic purpose, planning, and production."

Others involved in the commission say that such arguments are merely a pretext for political control. Some of the people familiar with the discussion suspect that the White House wants to replace the four Republican commissioners--who are largely apolitical historical boosters and academics--with people more directly loyal to Trump, including one whom the president could then elevate to replace the commission's chairwoman, Rosie Rios, a former U.S. treasurer during the Obama administration. Republican appointees have been targeted, they argue, because Democratic leaders have no say in who would replace them. (Just this week, Senate Minority Leader Chuck Schumer filled two Democratic vacancies on the commission, appointing Jack Schlossberg, the grandson of former President John F. Kennedy, and Paul R. Tetreault, the director of Ford's Theatre, according to a person briefed on the appointments.) White House allies contest this argument, saying Trump could elevate an existing Republican commissioner at any time to replace Rios.

Rios allowed the White House to appoint Abergel as the executive director this year, according to people familiar with the conversations. The commission's executive committee, a group led by Rios, then approved the use of the America250 brand and nonprofit for this summer's military parade and Trump rallies, allowing Trump's fundraisers to bring in money to fund the events and green-lighting their production by his former campaign team.

But since then, a group of Democratic lawmakers on the commission has questioned the arrangement. Rios has signaled that all future programming decisions will be made with the consultation of the full commission. In an email update sent to the commission on Saturday, which I obtained, Rios recounted a recent planning meeting with White House officials, including Vince Haley, the director of the Domestic Policy Council, and Brittany Baldwin from TaskForce250, a separate body Trump set up to commemorate the semiquincentennial in concert with the commission.

"I am pleased to report that we are in agreement about the Commission's vision and how to support and amplify other proposed activities," Rios wrote in the email. "As I explained at our last Commission meeting, moving forward, my commitment to this Commission is that any proposed changes to our Playbook will come back to the full Commission for approval."

The White House spokesperson Anna Kelly praised the commission when asked for comment for this story. "The White House is extremely pleased with the America250 Commission, which is doing a great job leading this historic, unifying celebration of our country's 250th anniversary," she told me in a statement.

The power struggle between Abergel and some members of the commission has been building for reasons beyond the Trump events. Abergel has suggested that "America's Field Trip," a contest in which students create art celebrating the country, be moved to a Cabinet agency. Commissioners pushed back against that change. A redesign of the website that Abergel directed added photos of Trump along with corporate logos of the companies funding Trump's parade, and removed any mention of the Ambassador Circle, which named people including the musician Lance Bass, the historian Doris Kearns Goodwin, and former San Francisco Mayor Willie Brown as representatives of the effort. Some people on the commission were alarmed by a recent Facebook post announcing an America250 partnership with Moms for Liberty, a conservative group that wants to ban certain books from school curricula and opposes the teaching of liberal ideas of race and gender.

"The branding and marketing had turned strongly around President Trump and strongly partisan looking," another person familiar with the commission's discussions told me. "The commissioners are united in what is best for America and a great celebration."

Four Democrats on the commission, New Hampshire Senator Jeanne Shaheen, California Senator Alex Padilla, Pennsylvania Representative Dwight Evans, and New Jersey Representative Bonnie Watson Coleman, wrote to Rios and Abergel on July 21, asking about the Trump events and requesting assurances that the commission's programming will be implemented. "The Chair intends that the Commission and Foundation personnel will execute and implement all approved programming," Rios and Abergel responded yesterday in a letter, which I obtained.

Eliot A. Cohen: A parade of ignorance

They told the lawmakers in the letter that the commission had paid for logistics and operations support for the early-summer events headlined by Trump. But congressionally appropriated funds were not used through America250 to directly fund the military parade commemorating the Army's 250th anniversary, the Fort Bragg speech, or the July 3 Iowa kickoff rally for the semiquincentennial.

To pay for the efforts, Trump's political fundraiser, Meredith O'Rouke, began raising money for America250 Inc., a foundation created at the behest of the commission. Donors were offered a "dedicated VIP experience" at the events, according to fundraising documents. America250 subsequently announced donations from a list of companies with executives close to Trump who stand to benefit from his presidency, including Oracle, Lockheed Martin, Ultimate Fighting Championship, Coinbase, Palantir, and Amazon.

A person briefed on the spending said that America250 ultimately budgeted $33 million for the parade, the Fort Bragg rally, the Iowa rally, a West Point speech, and other events. Of that, $20 million was budgeted for the parade. Army officials have separately said the parade cost the military $30 million to stage, including $3 million to prepare street surfaces for heavy vehicles.

Trump previously announced that he plans to stage an Ultimate Fighting Championship bout at the White House in honor of the nation's 250th birthday. People familiar with the planning say that the fight is likely to be organized through the White House task force, not the Semiquincentennial Commission.
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How Many Times Can Science Funding Be Canceled?

Whether or not Congress cuts NIH's budget, the Trump administration has devastated its ability to operate.

by Katherine J. Wu




Last week, the National Institutes of Health finally got some good news. A Senate subcommittee voted, with support from both parties, to increase the agency's $48 billion budget--a direct rebuke to the Trump administration's proposed budget, which would have slashed the agency's funding some 40 percent. After the administration spent months battering the NIH with funding freezes, mass firings, and waves of grant terminations, that Senate vote was one of the only clear signals since January that at least some leaders in the U.S. government were committed to preserving the NIH's status as the world's largest public funder of biomedical research.



But inside the agency, officials could not wholeheartedly celebrate. Its political leadership has shredded the NIH playbook so thoroughly, current and former NIH officials told me, that even at current funding levels they are unable to perform their core work of vetting and powering some of the best scientific research around the world. One official told me many of their co-workers are worried that "even if we get the money, we won't be allowed to spend it somehow." (Several of the current and former NIH officials I spoke with for this story requested anonymity for fear of professional repercussions.)



At this point in the summer, NIH officials are always rushing to spend the agency's remaining funds before the fiscal year ends on September 30. "More grants get processed during the fourth quarter than at any other time," one former NIH official who oversaw grants told me. Usually, they make the deadline. This year, though, the Trump administration's blocks to grant-making and cuts to staff have left those remaining so far behind that many of the agency's 27 institutes and centers will fall far short of using up the money they've been allocated, several officials told me.



If those funds are unspent, the NIH will be forced to return a massive sum to the Treasury--which several current and former NIH officials are afraid could be used to justify future budget cuts. The administration "is setting them up to fail," the former official told me. In the United States, government agencies need Congress to fund them, but the executive branch still runs them. The Trump administration is no longer allowing the NIH to function as an agency that can handle a $47 billion budget.



When reached for comment, an NIH spokesperson wrote in an email that the agency is "committed to restoring academic freedom, cutting red tape, and accelerating the delivery of grants to support rigorous, truth-based science," and that it is "focused on empowering our workforce, removing bureaucratic obstacles, and fostering a culture of transparency and collaboration." The officials operating under these principles see it differently: "It is an ongoing siege," one of them told me. "We're losing all capacity to act," another said. "And we are losing hope." For decades, the NIH's primary function has been distributing billions of dollars--the bulk of its budget--to the American biomedical-research community. This year, though, the agency's ability to get its funds out the door has faltered in ways it never has before: A STAT analysis found that, as of mid-June, the agency has awarded 12,000 fewer grants and about 30 percent less in funding--at least $4.7 billion--than it typically would have by that point in the year.



To mete out those funds, the agency pores over at least tens of thousands of grant applications every year, subjecting them to reviews from multiple panels of experts; only about 20 percent are funded, or sometimes far less. The agency then monitors researchers' progress, disbursing funds incrementally over the course of several years. But since January, political appointees "have been successfully clogging up the system in every place it could be clogged," Sarah Kobrin, a branch chief at the National Cancer Institute, told me. The administration has blocked the agency from notifying researchers of new funding opportunities; it has held up the meetings required for reviewing applications. It has instructed officials to scour grant applications for references to diversity, gender, climate change, and other concepts that the current political leaders want to erase from scientific inquiry, then to sideline those proposals. It has frozen payments meant to go out to researchers, essentially cutting them and their staff off from their salaries. And it has, over months, pushed the NIH to cancel grants that the agency had already awarded, at a scale NIH officials told me they've never experienced--thousands of grants canceled not, as in the past, for ethical violations or because logistical hurdles made the research impossible to advance, but because they conflicted with the administration's political goals.



Many of these disruptions have been reversed, in some cases, within days or even hours. But at an agency where policy changes have typically been painstaking, heavily deliberated affairs, the onslaught of sudden shifts has left officials feeling exhausted, afraid, and hamstrung--unable to fund science at the rate they once could. "No one can function under this kind of whiplash," Kobrin told me. "People are joking about getting neck braces."



Last Tuesday, officials endured yet another jarring U-turn. First, news broke that the Office of Management and Budget had barred the NIH from spending its funds on anything but staff salaries and expenses--yet another blow to grant-making that effectively guaranteed that the agency's already sluggish spending would completely stagnate. Then, hours later, senior White House officials intervened to reverse the decision. The second round of information arrived so late at night, Kobrin told me, that the next morning, several of her colleagues hadn't yet gotten the message and were scrambling to rejigger their spending plans.



The back-and-forth over grant cancellations has been especially demoralizing. When the grant terminations began, two grants-management officials told me, officials were forbidden from communicating with researchers, even as their voicemails and inboxes flooded with panicked questions. "It was like dumping someone over text, and then blocking their number and ghosting them," one of them said. That policy is no longer in place, but this means officials instead must tell researchers their funding has been paused or permanently severed, and struggle to explain why. After spending months cutting funds to researchers, many grants-management specialists then had to undo that work in a matter of days, after a federal judge ordered the agency to immediately reinstate hundreds of grants. And should the Supreme Court rule in the administration's favor, "many of us figure we're going to have to re-terminate all these grants anyway," one grants-management official told me. That official has now helped award, terminate, then reinstate multiple grants--and may need to help terminate them again soon. In the meantime, officials are operating on two distinct sets of guidance: rules that apply to grants awarded to scientists in states subject to the recent court order, and Trump administration guidance that still holds everywhere else.



The job of "NIH official" has simply gotten much harder. New guidance arrives at odd hours, with impractical deadlines. Several upheavals have rippled through the agency via closed-door meetings and hallway rumors, instead of with clear paper trails. The guidance issued, multiple officials told me, has also felt absolutist--do this, or you're fired--while often coming off as so vague that, at times, different institutes have diverged in their interpretation, leaving funding policies inconsistent and officials unsure if they have made career-ending mistakes. "The environment is clearly, they're going to fire whoever they want for whatever reason they want," one grants-management specialist told me. And looming over each new change is the possibility that officials are, once again, being asked to do something of sufficiently questionable legality that a court will quickly block it.



Many officials have quit or been fired, and every month, more are choosing to leave. One official told me that they have attended as many "un-happy" hours in recent months to say good-bye to co-workers as they had been to over the past five years. "And those are just the ones I managed to go to--I was invited to more," the official said. "People just don't leave that much. Or they didn't."



Officials still at the agency told me that the pileup of new policies, combined with staff departures, has saddled them with heavier workloads. "We have more work to do with fewer people," one official told me. And what work remains, that official said, feels as though it's being done in molasses. "I cannot fulfill all the duties responsibly in the time required," Theresa Kim, a program officer at the National Institute of Aging, told me. Twenty of the grants in her portfolio were supposed to start paying out to researchers on June 1, she told me. But staffing cuts--especially losses from the grants-management team, which handles the budgetary aspect of grants--and endless back-and-forths over whether certain grants comported with new political priorities--meant that a funding process that should have taken just a couple of weeks had instead dragged on for months. As of this week, Kim said, 14 of those research teams had yet to receive their federal funds.



When I asked officials what it would take for the NIH to feel normal again, most of them didn't bring up the agency's budget at all. They instead described more philosophical changes. They wanted to do their work under clear guidance and a supportive director, without political interference or fear that their employment is constantly on the line. "Leave us alone," one official told me. "Let us do our jobs." Financially, the NIH--for now--remains intact. The Senate has also pushed back on the Trump administration's proposal to restructure the agency entirely. But the NIH is fast losing what turns out to be its most important resource: people.
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Enough With the Mom Guilt Already

A common cultural message says that if mothers do enough "work" on themselves, they can protect their children. But that's an illusion.

by Maytal Eyal




The other day, I came across a video of a psychotherapist in training acting out a scene of a distracted mother ignoring her child. "Hey, Mom, can you play with me?" the therapist asks, mimicking the kid. "Not now," she responds as the mom, gripping her phone. "I'm busy." The therapist warns that the "unavailable mother" can create lasting "insecure attachment," potentially relegating a child to a future of anxiety, self-doubt, and dysfunctional relationships. What struck me most was not so much the video itself--posts like these are common across social media--but rather the comments section, which was riddled with maternal guilt: "I have SUCH a hard time playing with her," a woman wrote of her daughter, "and I hate it." Another confessed, "I try so hard to play with my son but it's hard and I feel horrible."

In just a couple of months, I am going to become a mother. Reading those comments, I thought about all the moms I know: the ones barely holding it together after a long day, snapping at their toddlers and instantly regretting it; the ones stuck working late at the office, way past their kids' bedtime. I thought about myself, soon to be cradling a baby in a postpartum haze, trying to decide whether to bottle-feed or sleep train. And, as a psychologist, I thought about my work--in a field whose conventional advice has convinced generations of mothers that their smallest missteps might scar their children for life.

According to a certain brand of parenting advice, motherhood isn't just caregiving; it's also a series of psychological interventions that can make or break a child's future. "How we respond to our children on a moment-to-moment basis creates a pattern that our children may follow for a lifetime," the mindfulness expert Hunter Clarke-Fields writes in Raising Good Humans. "Want your daughter to stand up for herself when she's uncomfortable in a hookup or dating scenario?" Becky Kennedy (a.k.a. "Dr. Becky") asks in her parenting bible, Good Inside. "If, when she was a child, her parents validated her perceptions and wired her for self-trust, she'll be more inclined to say, 'No, I'm not comfortable with that.'"

I think of this type of advice as a manifestation of what I call "therapy culture"--the growing landscape of Instagram posts, self-care products, and self-improvement guides that encourage ongoing self-scrutiny and the pursuit of constant personal betterment. Many of these books and posts are written to address all parents, but, ultimately, moms tend to be their greatest consumers. And their message for moms can be incredibly seductive: Do enough "work" on yourself--regulate your nervous system, master emotional attunement, follow the rules of attachment parenting--and you can safeguard your child's psychological future.

In a part of life as high-stakes and unpredictable as motherhood, this promise of control might feel reassuring. But it is ultimately an illusion, one that is based on shaky science, and that diverts attention from the material realities that can make parenting so difficult in the first place.

When you consider the origins of modern psychotherapy as it relates to parenting, you quickly realize that the discipline was hardly built to support mothers. In 1946, Edward Strecker, a psychiatrist and former president of the American Psychiatric Association, used the term momism to describe how overbearing, emasculating mothers had supposedly rendered 2 million American men psychologically unfit for war. Soon afterward, the cold, distant schizophrenogenic mother was blamed for causing schizophrenia, and the emotionally remote refrigerator mom was blamed for causing autism. Some even attributed physical conditions such as eczema to flawed mothering. "The mother's personality," the psychoanalyst Rene Spitz claimed in 1951, "acts as a disease-provoking agent, a psychological toxin."

Today, such theories may seem like relics--debunked, disavowed, left behind by a more enlightened field. But mother-blaming never really disappeared; it just changed shape. Now psychologists don't accuse moms of causing schizophrenia or autism. Still, you might hear some talking about "trauma" and "attachment wounds." This kind of language may sound more compassionate. But a common implication remains: Moms, if you screw up early on, your kids will carry the consequences forever.

Whether or not they've gone to therapy (which, of course, many Americans haven't), Millennial and Gen Z moms grew up in a media environment animated by that core idea. Therapy-speak aimed at moms has seeped into the television shows that many people watch, the books they read, the talk shows they listen to. As a kid growing up in the '90s and early aughts, I still remember the sound of Oprah and Dr. Phil opining in the background after school about topics such as "out-of-control moms" and childhood trauma. Now these therapeutic narratives show up in podcasts, on social media, and in direct-to-consumer marketing emails.

Along the way, many of us have internalized the theory that who we are and the reasons we suffer are largely determined by how we were raised--and that our failures, relationship problems, and inability to set boundaries can be traced to our parents, especially our mothers. It should come as no surprise, then, that for many women, motherhood is suffused with anxiety and guilt.

Read: How anxiety became content

Yet the connection between how people turn out and how they are parented is not as direct--or as deterministic--as many have argued. In 1998, the psychology researcher Judith Rich Harris posited that the notion that parents are the crucial nurturers in children's lives is "not a truism" but "a cherished cultural myth." Drawing on extensive research from across the field, Harris argued in The Nurture Assumption: Why Children Turn Out the Way They Do that parental influence pales when compared with other environmental factors--such as the influence of peers--in shaping who children become.

Numerous studies since then have backed up Harris's core idea that parents don't matter as much as many people think. Genes, for example, seem to play a bigger role than the environment that children are raised in. And some research on attachment theory suggests that a child's bond with their early caregiver has only a weak correlation with their relationship patterns as adults; those patterns are informed by a whole range of experiences beyond just parenting, including friendships and major life stressors. "It is very difficult to find any reliable, empirical relation between the small variations in what parents do," the developmental psychologist Alison Gopnik wrote in The Gardener and the Carpenter, "and the resulting adult traits of their children."

None of this is to say that parenting doesn't matter. To claim so would negate the real, long-term harm that can result from abuse and neglect, as well as the profound benefits of being deeply loved in childhood. But all of those micro-moments that parents are told will psychologically define their kids? Most of them won't.

As I inch closer to motherhood and all of the unknowns that come with it, I sometimes feel as if my entire future is suspended in midair: How might my personality shift? What will my child be like? How will my marriage change? In the midst of that uncertainty, therapy culture tells moms, You can ensure that your kid will grow up to be happy and healthy if ... and then provides a guidebook of tips to read and details to obsess over. In a country where mothers receive so little structural support--where community has eroded, maternity leave is minimal, and child-care costs can be astronomical--the promise that parents alone can conjure all of the stability their child might need can feel like a warm hug. But really, that promise can be a trap.

Read: Not everyone needs to go to therapy

To be clear, I'm not arguing that moms shouldn't work on their own mental health, or that they shouldn't think deeply about their approach to parenting. Rather, I worry that therapy culture prompts mothers to gaze obsessively, unhealthily inward, and deflects attention from the external forces (cultural, economic, political) that are actually the source of so much anxiety. When mothers chase psychological perfection, the result is rarely joy or any semblance of mental health. Instead, too many women are left with the gnawing feeling that, no matter how hard they work, they are likely to fall short--an outcome that benefits neither parents nor their children.



  When you buy a book using a link on this page, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.

*Illustration by E S Kibele Yarman. Sources: Jonathan Knowles / Getty. Express / Getty.
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The Tech Novel's Warning for a Screen-Addled Age

Elaine Castillo's second book captures how profoundly technology can alienate people from their emotions.

by Sarah Rose Etter




A few years ago, my father died suddenly of a heart attack. The days that followed were harrowing. My mother, brother, and I wailed endlessly in my childhood home; I felt an exquisite sorrow, one I'd never known before. But a strange thing happened three days after he died. I was scrolling Instagram, looking at other, happier people. Suddenly, the house was silent. No one was crying. I looked up and realized that all three of us were on our phones, blue screens lighting up our faces, all of our feelings set on pause.

I've worked in tech for most of my life, and I know all of the facts: Phones are addictive; they can have the same impact on the brain as gambling; the internet is rewiring our attention span and pleasure centers. But I never grasped exactly how powerful technology was until the phones swallowed up my family's grief. And I can't lie--it was nice, for a moment, to stop the feeling.

The tech industry can be easy to hate--the erratic CEOs, the biased algorithms, the environmental damage. But beneath all of that is a gigantic, diverse workforce of people who found themselves working in the field--instead of in journalism, education, art--because they needed salaries and health care.

You might similarly roll your eyes at the "tech novel," which is frequently characterized by a sad main character working for a hot start-up or a mega-tech company, making decent money but largely alienated from society as they build a nefarious app. (See Josh Riedel's Please Report Your Bug Here or Claire Stanford's Happy for You. And yes, I even wrote one myself.)
 
 But the tech novel matters because technology has changed people's emotional and social lives. Scrolling is a seemingly infinite distraction: We might feel sad today, but we can just click through our phones until tomorrow. Scientists attribute the fact that Americans are spending more time alone partly to a rise in digital-technology usage. The tech novel could be the key to how we examine these shifts.

Read: What the gig economy does to a human

In Moderation, Elaine Castillo's sardonic new novel, Girlie Delmundo, the daughter of Filipino immigrants, works as a content moderator at a major tech company. Girlie's father is dead, and she needs the job because her mother is about to default on the mortgage for a house she bought just before the subprime-mortgage crisis. Castillo boils that moment in history down to a few paragraphs that are at once informative and blistering. At one point, she writes: "It was the age of rhinestones, the age of velour, the age of shock and awe, the age of that most rhinestone, most veloured, most shocking and awesome of all things: the adjustable rate mortgage."
 
 During her job interview, Girlie is shown a video of a girl pleasuring a man. She flags it as child-sexual-abuse material and is asked to validate her decision to an interview panel: "The socks feature an illustration of a main character from the animated Disney film Frozen," Girlie says. "Judging from the scale of the TV remote control next to her leg, I would estimate a girl's size three or four." She gets the job.

Girlie joins a team of content moderators who are mostly women of color, swiping through terrifying scenes at the company's offices in Las Vegas for enough money to keep their families afloat. Soon enough, she's the company's expert on child-sexual-abuse material, a grim honor. But for readers, the brutality of Girlie's work chronicles is offset by her personality--she's got machismo, smarts, swagger. She's the kind of woman who goes to a flashy big-budget work event, eats the sustainable caviar, and steals the mother-of-pearl spoon because "nobody said she couldn't."

Castillo makes clear, though, that Girlie's cool wit is a mask that helps her cope with the horrors she sees at work. Nothing appears to faze this woman; when she walks past a man on the street whom she's sure she's flagged as a child abuser, she has a moment of panic, then stoically brushes it off. As the narrator puts it: "No one was better than a content moderator at dissociation." But even masters of dissociation eventually begin to crack.

Girlie is soon offered a promotion with a salary she can't turn down. Her job is to find and eject anyone in a virtual-reality experience who is abusing the system--and users keep finding new, weird ways to do that. One of her targets is a child-trafficking ring; another is the "alarming number of people trying to have cybersex" on the platform. Moderation's VR takes users back in time to places such as the St. Louis World's Fair and the Villa Borghese, avoiding the cliches of future-focused Tron-like programs. Castillo's language when describing these virtual realities is transportive. When Girlie stands next to a co-worker at the virtual Trevi Fountain, Castillo describes the pair looking at the "sky, pink as a lip; at the creamy marble body of Oceanus upon his chariot. At his two horses, one wild, one tame; at the calm green waters, glowing with wishes." She made me feel like I was in Rome too.
 
 Along with Girlie's new job comes a new boss, a man who is smart and handsome enough to overwhelm Girlie with feelings she'd rather not have. It's a classic will-they-won't-they, but Girlie's love interest is just as withdrawn and work-focused as she is, which makes a potentially predictable storyline into something fresh.

Read: What does the literature of the working class look like?

As the novel progresses, Girlie's grief and pain--from the inhumane content she's viewed and the personal losses she's endured--rupture into the narrative in slight, devastating moments. Still, Girlie refuses to be weak. "I don't bleed on other people," she tells a doctor who runs therapy sessions for the company's moderators, after she has a sudden moment of vulnerability. "I make a point of it."
 
 I'm not sure I've ever read such a perfect rendering of a woman suppressing everything inside of her to earn a paycheck, to keep going, to get the job done. But of course, Girlie is trying to pull off a tightrope act, and her story's conclusion is inevitable. Her blossoming love for her boss, in particular, can't be denied forever. Eventually, slowly, a chain of tender moments between them builds to a cinematic resolution.

A novel is, at its best, a mirror for the mess of the human experience and all the feelings of love, despair, fear, longing, and grief that come with it. Moderation is that, and it is also a mirror for the modern world, a place where we hide from ourselves in numerous new ways: social media, situationships, video games, virtual reality. Girlie embodies that repression, and as the glossy surface of her character cracks, we catch glimpses of what lies beneath.

Most days, often with the help of one or more of those distractions, I try to forget that my father is dead. And I'm good at this, almost an expert. But sometimes, when I walk my dog on a sunny day, it hits me: my dad's laugh, his smell, the way he called me Pookie for some stupid reason. And I'll find myself on the sidewalk, in the sunshine, sobbing for him--all of the pain and beauty of it coming down on me at once, and feeling what an honor and a terror it is to be alive now, without my dad.
 
 Moderation is, at its core, a book about the moment when everything we've been repressing comes back to the surface. You can hide from yourself for only so long: until the work day ends, until your favorite show is over, until the feed runs out of content, until the digital tide recedes and all that is left is your broken, beautiful life.
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Ukraine Won't Surrender

Tim Mak and Adrian Karatnycky on battlefield reality, stalled U.S. support, and why Ukraine won't give up

by David Frum




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

On this episode of The David Frum Show, The Atlantic's David Frum opens with a warning about the crumbling of U.S. support for Ukraine under President Donald Trump. He lays out how the Trump administration has slowed the flow of weapons to Ukraine, undermined sanctions on Russia, and made empty promises about future action while spending more money upgrading Trump's private jet than aiding Ukraine's defense.

Then David is joined by the journalist Tim Mak, reporting from Kyiv, and Adrian Karatnycky, a senior fellow with the Atlantic Council's Eurasia Center, for a conversation about Ukraine's resilience in the face of U.S. abandonment. They discuss why the Ukrainian people remain united, how battlefield conditions have evolved, and why no politician--Ukrainian or American--can force a peace that rewards Russian aggression. They also talk about President Volodymyr Zelensky's controversial anti-corruption reforms, the surge of youth-led protests, and whether Ukraine's Western allies truly understand what's at stake.

The following is a transcript of the episode:

David Frum: Hello, and welcome back to The David Frum Show. I'm David Frum, a staff writer at The Atlantic. My guests today will be Tim Mak and Adrian Karatnycky, two experts on Ukraine. Tim Mak, based in Ukraine; Adrian Karatnycky, a frequent visitor to Ukraine and adviser to Ukrainian governments past and present. But before we open our three-way dialogue about recent events in Ukraine, I want to open with some thoughts about more recent events that have occurred since our conversation was recorded.

Over the night of July 31, the city of Kyiv, the capital of Ukraine, was hit by one of the largest drone and missile attacks upon that city since the full-scale Russian invasion began in February 2022. As I record on the 1st of August, we know that at least 27 locations were struck. Thirty-one people were killed. About 160 were injured. The second-single-deadliest day of civilian attack on Kyiv since the beginning of the full-scale war, in February 2022. The Ukrainian government has declared August 1x a day of mourning as Ukrainians dig out from this terrible, terrible attack intended to terrorize and harm civilians only.

President [Donald] Trump has reacted to the attack with a slight change of tone. At the beginning of his presidency, he blamed the Ukrainians for the war, which is a lie. They were, of course, invaded and attacked--invaded in 2014 and attacked again in 2022. And he has taken a fault on both sides, but mostly on the Ukrainian side. The sympathy of his government toward the Russian side was very evident, his vice president being perhaps even more extreme in opposition to Ukraine than the things the president said himself.

Now, we have heard in recent weeks about a so-called Trump pivot, where he now begins to say that the war is unfortunate, he expresses some condemnation of some of the things the Russians have done, and he promises some kind of increased American action at some point in the future. After this latest July 31 overnight attack on Kyiv, he has apparently said that he's bringing forward the deadline for some of these things he might do in the future a few more days. So it may be that anytime soon that you'll begin to see some economic sanctions on Russia. You can believe that or not.

But it is important to put all of this in a larger context about what is really going on here. Now, I understand that those of us in the media business must cover what the president says, and it's probably necessary to cover that to give people the straight news, and to report what the president says as the president says it, and save the question marks and the quote marks and the necessary ironic eye rolls to a little deeper in the story. But it's important that even as you report what the president says, you as the reporter understand whether or not you believe it, and you also help your reader to understand whether the reader should believe it or not.

At the same time as President Trump announced that he might bring forward the date on which sanctions are going to be applied to the Russian economy, that same day, he applied massive tariffs on so many of America's friends and trading partners. Russia, to this day, remains uniquely exempt from the economic aggression that Trump has inflicted on Britain and Canada and Japan and South Korea and Australia and many, many, many friends. They receive his economic aggression. They are singled out for retaliation. Russia is exempt. Again, the president says he may change his mind at some time in the future, which is a departure from where he was earlier. But the future is still the future. It hasn't happened yet. The other forms of economic aggression have happened. The economic retaliation against Russia has not.

And anyway, as I think by now most people understand, Russia is not very susceptible to American economic retaliation. Most of the things that the United States could do against the Russian economy were done by President [Joe] Biden. And many of those things have been undone by President Trump. The sanction structure on Russia is looser today than it was when President Trump came into office. And the main economic relationships that the Russians have--they sell oil to China and India, especially--they're not highly susceptible to American pressure, those relationships in those countries. So the threat of economic retaliation, even if you believed it, would not be very meaningful.

The thing that America can do to help Ukraine is to speed the flow of weaponry to Ukraine. And on that--although there's a lot of secrecy and uncertainty around this--on that, we can see pretty clearly that the flow of armaments to Ukraine since Donald Trump has taken power has slowed, and at regular intervals has been outright interrupted. The most recent of those interruptions happened in July. The story we're told is that Secretary of Defense Pete Hegseth acted at his own initiative. No one told him to do it. He just, for some unaccountable reason, took it into his head to stop a flow of important ammunition and weaponry to Ukraine. Believe that as you will. We're told that that interruption has ended and that some flow of armaments has resumed but at an agonizingly slow pace.

Put this in some context. In the years from February '22--when this latest round of Russian aggression, this intensified aggression, the lunge on the city of Kyiv began--to President Biden's departure from office, the United States afforded Ukraine about $33 billion of military assistance. Now, contrary to what the MAGA people tell you, that is not a $33 billion check to the government of Ukraine. That is $33 billion worth of stuff that has flowed to Ukraine, much of it physical inventory from U.S. arsenals. The direct cash payments to the Ukrainian government have been comparatively small. Where cash has been spent, it has been spent inside the United States to load the equipment onto boats, to move the boats across the ocean, to disembark the boats, and then to pay Americans to show the Ukrainians how to use the weaponry the United States is sending. This also tends not to be state-of-the-art weaponry. This is often weaponry from inventory that would sooner or later have been taken out of inventory and dismantled in some way, and that needed to be replaced anyway by new inventory. So it's not clear that the $33 billion measures something, but it gives you some idea of the scale of the project that happened under President Biden.

Now, that project was inadequate. President Biden did not send everything the Ukrainians needed. He didn't send it fast enough. He tended to wait, oftentimes until it was almost too late. But $33 billion gives you a scope of the idea of what was sent in the Biden years.

There is now a bill moving through the U.S. Senate that would offer Ukraine in the next fiscal year $800 million of forward-looking military assistance--$33 billion over the Biden years; $800 million in the next year. So a pitiful fraction of what was sent before. Now, $800 million: Is that a lot of money for any individual human being? Obviously it is. For most human projects, it is. To build a high school, it is. But the gift jet that Trump extracted from Qatar, that gift jet--which is given temporarily to the U.S. government, then to the Trump library to be available for Trump's use after he leaves the White House--it's going to cost the U.S. taxpayer about $1 billion to upgrade that plane to the standards of an American Air Force One. So we're spending $1 billion to make the Qatari government's gift to Donald Trump and his postpresidential life workable, and we're proposing to spend $800 million--less than that--for an entire year of Ukrainian self-defense. So what Ukraine needs: That is slowing and is subject to random and casual interruption.

It's kind of an open question why Donald Trump is so hostile to Ukraine, why his administration is. And you'll hear many speculations: Maybe it's his past history of dealings with Russia. Maybe it's his personal admiration for and affinity for Putin. Maybe it's some kind of ideological sympathy for the Russian authoritarian regime. Maybe it's just hatred of Europeans. And maybe it's a rejection of a symbol of democracy fighting for its survival against reactionary dictatorship. In the end, it's kind of a futile question because probably all of those ingredients and more go into the answer. There are others that we can speculate about.

But the why is less urgent than the question of what. As you hear all this talk of a pivot to Ukraine or a pivot away from Russia, let us not overlook the truth of what is actually happening, which is the United States--which gave Ukraine considerable, if not quite fully adequate, assistance to defend itself, protect its independence, protect its survival, under President Biden--has now turned that tap almost all of the way off and left Ukraine significantly at Russia's mercy. And to the extent that aid continues to flow, it flows from European partners who Donald Trump is attacking with other forms of economic aggression. Yes, he says he's willing to sell U.S. inventory to the Europeans if they pay for it and send it to Ukraine. It's not clear that any of that has actually happened, and it's not clear whether it will happen. There's a lot of talk, but again, much of this is shrouded in secrecy. Let's hope for the best.

But it's not clear that any of that has happened, but the implacable--or the seemingly implacable--hostility to Ukraine: That seems a continuous theme of this administration's policy. And the vibes reporting about changes in tone, changes in rhetoric, which is easy to do, misses the reality of what is actually happening.

I think there is a tendency, when we write about the Trump administration--we want so badly to believe that America will soon be again what it used to be, will soon stand again for what it used to stand for, will soon again be admired in the world in the way that it used to be. We want that so much to be true that we overinterpret any little hint that that might happen soon, and it comes from a good place, but it tends to make us marks--that all that has to happen is for a word of remark to be given to the press pool waiting to collect the president's words, and that blinds us to the overwhelming reality of the hard fate that is being delivered to Ukraine under this administration's watch, at this administration's direction.

One more point before we turn to the discussion at hand. The discussion was recorded immediately after President [Volodymyr] Zelensky took an action to make Ukraine's anti-corruption institutions less independent of the president. We discussed in this dialogue the enormous furor that's created within Ukraine, and I'm pleased to report to you that as of the time I record this, that President Zelensky has rescinded his action, and those anti-corruption institutions will retain their full independence to follow the truth wherever it is.

As you listen to the dialogue, understand that the thing we are worrying about and the trust and confidence we express in the Ukrainian people not to submit to greater official corruption, those hopes and those aspirations and those assumptions--they've all been validated. The Ukrainian people came through; the government yielded; and Ukraine remains, again, a place where official corruption will be intensely and independently prosecuted.

Would that were so for the United States of America as well. We seem to be doing here at home less well than the Ukrainians are doing within their home. And now my dialogue with Tim and Adrian. But first, a quick break.

[Music]

Frum: So I'm joined today on The David Frum Show by two old and cherished friends, Adrian and Tim. Adrian Karatnycky is a specialist on Ukraine at the Atlantic Council, no relationship to The Atlantic magazine. He was, for 11 years, president of Freedom House, which is America's original institution to support democracy around the world. It publishes the annual review "Freedom in the World." He's the author of millions of words about Ukraine and the post-Soviet world, including three books, most recently Battleground Ukraine, which was published just in 2024. My relationship with Adrian goes back to the days when I used to edit his copy for The Wall Street Journal, in a day where copy was printed on paper. And so it was often my painful duty to say, Adrian, while every line is precious, we need to take out six, and that's not your fault, it's not my doing, but six lines have to go. (Laughs.)

Tim Mak, I have known not as long as Adrian--that's a long time ago--but deeply and intimately for a long time. He was a writer for a website I used to run called Frum Forum. He went on to an amazing career at Politico and at National Public Radio. He's now based in Ukraine, where he runs a proprietor website, The Counterattack, which I urge all--

Tim Mak: Counteroffensive.

Frum: Counteroffensive--I'm sorry. Senile lapse, Tim. I'm so sorry. Which I think I was the first subscriber to, or one of the early subscribers to, and I urge all of you to join, as well, and you'll get an intimate feeling of what it is like to live in the war zone, as Tim has done. Tim is a former Army reservist. He knows war. He has seen it, and he's now seen more of it than I think it is fit for any human being to see, and he reports on it beautifully.

So, gentlemen, thank you for joining me. Tim, I'm going to start with a question to you. The events of the past days--we are recording today on July 23. The events of the past days have been so dramatic in Ukraine. Tell us what you see, what you hear, what is happening.

Mak: Well, what we saw was a Ukrainian legislature, which in the middle of the war has many things on its mind--economic development, European integration, the situation on the battlefield. We saw the Ukrainian legislature, in a kind of sneaky way, pass new rules that defang the Ukrainian anti-corruption independent agencies. And this has led to a sudden surge of protests in this country, which we haven't seen since the beginning of this full-scale invasion, of ordinary Ukrainians saying, We're not going to accept that.

The Ukrainian government has said--and Zelensky has said--that the reason for this is because they believe that there's Russian infiltration of the anti-corruption agencies in the Ukrainian government. They haven't provided very much substantial evidence for that. And then they've kind of snuck this reform through the legislature. A very significant proportion of the Ukrainian members of Parliament were not present for the vote, and it just kind of appeared, was signed into legislation last night. And immediate protests were seen in Kyiv and in other cities in Ukraine.

Adrian Karatnycky: To put it in a slightly different perspective--I agree fully with Tim, how this was done. I wouldn't say it erodes the power of these anti-corruption agencies, but it makes them the more directly controlled instrument of the president and of his office. And that, I think, is a worrying thing, because these were relatively independent agencies with their leadership created by boards that included both Western representation and NGO representation. And here you have their complete subordination to a political appointee.

And I think this is President Zelensky, who has a lot of--dare I say it--Trumpian characteristics at a time of war, which is to say he is at war with his immediate predecessors. He regards the entire past and the entire Ukrainian elite--both good and bad--as unworthy. He has complete control of the legislature at the time of war. He didn't before this. And I think he believes, genuinely in this case, that he is the one who can orchestrate the war against corruption, and that the fact that these are not subordinated agencies is an obstacle to this.

On the other hand, the people who are inciting him to take this control are thinking more about the political calendar and their political futures, and they do not want what happened when President [Petro] Poroshenko faced President Zelensky: that these independent agencies unearthed a bunch of scandals and acts of corruption in the outer circle and inner circle of Poroshenko that partly cost him the election. So there's also a political calculation about the future. And so there are two motives here: The motive of his inner circle, in my view, is to maintain political control and have political control over these processes. And the other is the ambition and the self-confidence and a kind of happy, a kind of a positive arrogance that Zelensky has that he can fix everything for Ukraine.

Mak: I want to take one step back here because what this really relates to is not only the specific legislation that passed. Because if we look at it that way, this is a kind of a relatively minor domestic Ukrainian story. In the global sense, what this really has to do with is: Why is Ukraine fighting a war to begin with? How can it detach itself from the Russian sphere and the Russian way of doing government, and more deeply integrate itself in the Western way of doing government, the Western style of democracy and Europe?

It's notable that the anti-corruption agencies at issue here were created, were formed, were shaped by the Maidan Revolution, just over a decade ago, and have emerged and were put into place to create checks on the Ukrainian government, which are meant to ensure that the corruption of the post-Soviet area did not continue through to today.

And so this reversal is a very worrying sign for ordinary Ukrainians who not only want to stop corruption but believe that the underlying reason why there's a war in their country, why they're hiding in their basements every single night, is not just because Russia attacked this country, but because they want to find a non-Russian way of running their society, of finding a democratic way with less corrupt leaders.

Frum: I want to ask you how this dissension will affect Ukraine's war-fighting capacity. Ukraine is a society that has, as Adrian has described in his books, great difficulty finding unity. In the past decade, it has discovered a new sense of national unity. There has been, it seems from an outside point of view, great cohesion that suddenly seems to be at risk.

Meanwhile, Ukraine has enemies abroad, as well as behind its back, as well as to its face, who are seizing on everything that goes wrong anywhere in the Ukrainian state as a reason to abandon Ukraine to its enemies. So there's a threat at home from this corruption debate. There's a threat inside the United States. This is the kind of weapon that a J. D. Vance would use to say that Ukraine is unworthy to live because it's not wrapping up corruption, which is a pretty funny thing from inside the most corrupt American administration in American history, one of the most corrupt administrations in world history.

But any weapon is good to hand when you're trying to do harm. How does this affect the war?

Karatnycky: I think that there is a kind of a discipline in civil society, an understanding that there is the active threat, the existential threat, and then there is the long-term developmental threat.

I believe that President Zelensky's circle has made a calculation that because Ukraine and its survival is essential to Europe and that the U.S. doesn't care about the agenda of reform and democracy as a policy, that it can get away with this kind of stuff, and maybe in the short term it can. But society knows how to balance these things. And the fact that these were peaceful demonstrations, this was very young people--it shows that the successor generation is completely on the side of a kind of European or a democratic future for Ukraine. All these kinds of things are very positive.

And the answer to the J. D. Vances is, if you really want, if you're sort of saying that you're fighting corruption, then Russia's takeover of Ukraine will create the ultimate corrupt system. It'll create a system where the state entirely adjudicates corruption and the state itself is the instrument of corruption, not the object of corrupt activities.

Frum: You have more contact with everyday Ukrainians than almost any reporter in the English-speaking world. What is your assessment of their confidence in their state as a just and fair institution?

Mak: Well, what's important to note is it's very hard to understate just how much protest, activism, and overthrowing one's government is [a] central part of modern Ukrainian identity, right? Where you might see disunity, they see action and their birthright. They take it as a major point of pride that they overthrew a tyrant a decade ago. And when they look at Russia, one of the most frequent things that I hear from Ukrainians is, many Ukrainians view all Russians as complicit in the ongoing war. And one of the reasons they view it that way is because they ask, Why can't they do what we did here in Ukraine? Why can't they overthrow? We did that. Why can't you do that? 

And so among Ukrainians, disunity is something that you observe from the outside looking in. From here in Kyiv, what you see is people getting fired up. You see civic action getting rolled out. You see people who are already dealing with sleepless nights because of Russian attacks getting ready and packing up for the next demonstration. It's a really interesting and inspiring sense of direct democracy that we're seeing here.

I don't see, in the short term--it really depends how the Zelensky government responds to these protests. I don't see these, in the short term, in disrupting the war effort. If anything, I think it really does double down on the point: What is this war being fought for? It's not being fought for Zelensky, not being fought for the current government or the legislature. It's being fought for the sovereignty of Ukraine, and if it's being fought for the sovereignty of Ukraine, what good is that sovereignty if they're not going to fulfill the will of the people and move towards greater Euro integration and less corruption?

Karatnycky: Let me make a historical point and also a point about why this is a long-term problem for Zelensky. Keep in mind that the Ukrainian attitude to the state is the attitude of a stateless people under imperial rule or foreign rule. And so they've never had this kind of an intimate connection with the state. The state has always been seen as something outside.

In the early stages of the war, polling showed that Ukrainians were very interested in just having decisive action and a leader that would take them forward. But within a year, the component of Do we need more authoritarian rule, or do we need more top-down rule versus more democracy? shifted. And they reversed, reverted, to their previous stance of skepticism about the state.

There was an essay written by an important Ukrainian political journalist called "The Leviathan in Camouflage," and it was about that the war was creating the first circumstances where the Ukrainians feel that the state is not only essential to their survival, but have this deep identification with the state. But these protests show that Ukrainians retain this huge spirit of democracy, this huge skepticism of the state. They agree with the consolidation of the state in its war against Russia, but on everything else, I think they retain their more liberal, democratic values.

Frum: Can I ask about the battlefield now? The actual literal battlefield. Tim, you spent a lot of time there. Remind me when you arrived in Ukraine. How deep into the war?

Mak: I arrived the night the war started by a total accident. Nearly missed my flight into Kyiv. What happened was, I was a correspondent for NPR, and they wanted someone in Ukraine with a military background, medical background, both of which I have. And just by total accident, I land just a few hours before the invasion, and I've been here ever since. And two and a half years ago, I started The Counteroffensive. And so now I live here.

Frum: You named it for this spirit of optimism that existed in the spring and early summer of 2023 when it looked like--and my mistake, actually, my Freudian mistake of calling it The Counterattack instead of The Counteroffensive may reflect the kind of sense of gloom that has descended on friends of Ukraine, because we remember that mode where we thought, This is the great pushback, the great counter-blitzkrieg that is going to shove the Russians out of the country for good and all.

There's been interruptions of the flow of American aid to Ukraine under President Trump. There have been interruptions of the flow of American information. How's the war, the military aspect of the war, going?

Mak: It's not going particularly well. The Ukrainians are on the defensive. They are outmanned; they are outgunned. It's a very regular, almost nightly circumstance in Ukrainian cities where there are explosions, anti-aircraft weapons firing. You can hear these drones in the night buzzing along. They're called mopeds. They're nicknamed mopeds now because you can hear them ominously circling the city and then mobile fire teams trying to shoot them down, as well as many, many explosions. And that is the civilian view of the war.

On the battlefield, the Russians have expended tens of thousands, hundreds of thousands of lives, for very little territory. I mean, most of the action that has led to major changes in control of territory has taken place over very short periods of time. So we've had these bursts of control from the initial invasion to the liberation of the Kharkiv region. You've had these bursts of where defensive lines collapse. But we've seen the development of a new form of drone warfare that has really imposed incredible costs on advancing militaries. Basically, now it's very dangerous to concentrate military force in one location. They're trying to disperse military force, but that means a lot more risk for the soldiers, and it means far less territorial gains in small amounts of time.

Frum: And the interruptions from the United States, what difference have they made?

Mak: It's a morale issue in the short term. Are we on our own? is what a lot of Ukrainians are asking themselves. Secondly, it's kind of become an object of faith in Ukraine that the country is running out of air-defense interceptors, and we see that in the number of explosions that are happening in the cities. I mean, there are no formal statistics on it, because the government doesn't say where they're vulnerable or what they're lacking, but it's pretty obvious that people have died as a result of delays in shipments of defensive weaponry.

The number of weapons systems that have been suggested by the Trump administration is woefully insufficient for the scale of hundreds and hundreds of attacks in a given night. And so that that will continue for the time being. I just don't see the war ending on any short timeline.

Frum: Adrian, I have a question for you. You've been monitoring the U.S.-Ukrainian relationship for a long time, and you know who the friends are and you know who the non-friends are. Do you take seriously at all this alleged pivot by President Trump toward greater support of Ukraine?

Karatnycky: We know he is chimerical, we know he is impulsive, and we know he is inconsistent. And this is a good thing in this particular case because he had a consistent position of this bromance with Putin that seems to have attenuated in recent weeks. And I think we will see what happens at the 50-day deadline mark.

But I think that the important policy decision that appears to have been taken is that Trump is willing to, in the absence of an agreement, sell Ukraine weapons as long as they're not financed out of the U.S. budget, or as long as they're not predominantly financed out of the U.S. budget. And Europe appears to be ready to step in to fill the breach. The delta between aid that the U.S. was providing and has stopped providing under Trump has, in the first five months of this year, been largely met by European cash flows. They've increased their crediting to their own economies that would allow them to finance some of this.

And then there's this, I believe, low-hanging fruit, and that is that Europe is sitting on $250 billion of Russian frozen assets that I believe should--in the event that their publics rebel against these substantial expenditures for Ukraine--could be used to sustain Ukraine.

So I think we don't know where Trump is. He was with Putin, then he became the arbiter between the two rather than a staunch ally of Ukraine. And now I think we have to wait until the 50th day. But I do think that the one thing that is there that is a positive development, and I think that that's been pretty consistent, [is] that I think Trump and the United States will be willing to sell weapons, provided that Europe or someone else is willing to cover those costs.

Frum: Let me push back on that directly to both of you. So the 50-day deadline--do we need 50 days to know what the Russians are about? That looks like playing for time. The weapons that Trump is talking about are totally inadequate in number. This stunt of saying the United States doesn't have enough money to pay for this is just such an outrageous misstatement, especially from this administration, which is so fiscally reckless and spends money on everything and is incurring debts never before seen. Anyway, the story the administration tells is: The reason that they have constrained is because we lack the physical hardware. And if that's true, then it doesn't matter who's financing the insufficient physical hardware. That was Pete Hegseth's story: You can't send the missiles, because the United States doesn't have enough to protect itself. Well, if that's true, it doesn't matter who's paying for it. And if it does matter who's paying for it, then the "not enough physical inventory" story is a lie, as it probably is, and to the less sympathetic guy looks like playing for time.

Now, I will add one more thing and then throw it back to you. One of the things that has been a little encouraging to me about the Trump-Russia-Ukraine story is that while J. D. Vance, the vice president and maybe future president, seems authentically and militantly anti-Ukraine, Trump seems more pro-Russian but indifferent to Ukraine. His attitude to Ukraine is a function of his enthusiasm for Russia. And if the enthusiasm for Russia dims at all, then there's no reason that he couldn't be a better friend to Ukraine in a way that J. D. Vance seems to have bought into Ukraine as the enemy to his vision of Europe in which the right-wing parties govern Germany, Italy, and other countries.

Karatnycky: Yeah, I mean, I look--there's so much disinformation coming from that. I believe there is an isolationist wing in the policy community. There's also the limits-of-power wing associated with Michael Anton and the pivot to China associated with Elbridge Colby. There are a bunch of attitudes inside the administration that are saying Ukraine either isn't a priority or that we can't afford it, or that the United States should not be engaged in these kinds of far-off conflicts. And I think that that remains a problem.

A point that I made in a recent article is, however, if you look at the polling data, despite all of this counterpropaganda by the blogosphere and the vice president and Pete Hegseth and so on, the Trump and the Republican electorate still broadly support Ukraine, admire its martial spirit. And this is after years of attacks on Ukraine by Tucker Carlson and his ilk.

So it's all going to be on Trump. If Trump blinks or reverts back to a pro-Putin position after 50 days, as he very well may, this will be on Europe, and on Europe and Ukraine jointly, to find ways of compensating for the absence of the United States. And here, I think, there's a lot of good news about joint military production with the Ukrainians, that many European countries are now investing billions of dollars jointly with their resources to help Ukraine's relatively inexpensive way of building more-modern weapons. Ukraine has the capability of itself producing long-range missiles, and as far as I understand, there is a commitment in the short term to provide more Patriot bases and Patriot missiles for those systems, presumably through the U.S. replenishing the reserves of some European countries that will hand that equipment over to Ukraine.

Frum: Tim, you've been covering the hardware story very intensely. I think you're going to have a new special-purpose publication devoted just to the hardware. What does Ukraine need to win the war? Do you have a sense of that? Do you have a sense of the technologies, the amounts? And are they available from the Western world?

Mak: Winning the war isn't really a matter of technology. As you mentioned, I have a publication just devoted to Ukrainian defense tech, and so we cover the latest battlefield concepts, and that's over at Counteroffensive Pro.

Ukrainians have always spoken jokingly about this kind of magic-bullet technology that might be created--and suddenly, the whole country is liberated from Russian influence. The real problems exist in terms of manpower, the amount of people that they can field on the front lines, and then arming Ukraine, to provide them necessary armored vehicles and air cover in order to make advances. But that's just so outside the realm of what is likely over the next couple years that this war has kind of shifted into a stalemate-slash-defensive strategy.

I mean, very few Ukrainians believe that there will be some magic technology that develops, that will let them take over all of the occupied territories in the immediate near term. The Ukrainians have invented quite a few new things that have been able to give them asymmetric advantages on the battlefield, without which they would've never been able to defend their country nearly as well as they have been. But it has served more of a defensive purpose and been able to allow them to hold off huge amounts of Russian advances. There is no solution in the immediate term for pushing them out.

Karatnycky: By the way, as to manpower, I just want to make one point: Ukraine does not conscript 18- to 24-year-olds. There are 200,000 males in that age cohort for each year. So there's roughly 1.2 million, and of course, probably 50 percent of them or 60 percent of them are not combat fit. But within the broader population base, there are still some substantial resources.

More importantly, I do think that Tim is right. For reclaiming territory, the kinds of weapons systems Ukraine has created will be very difficult. To gain territory, you have to actually put people in to occupy that territory. But the fact that the Ukrainians have transformed this into a drone war, forcing Russia to change it into a war of attacking civilian targets, is a credit to innovation and entrepreneurship and this creative spirit. I mean, Ukraine has compensated for some of its manpower shortages, and that's what's really stymied the Russian advance. And Russia is roughly advancing at a little over a half percent of the territory of Ukraine over each of the last two years.

Frum: Can Ukraine strike inside Russia at things that are important to Putin's power in ways that would make the Russians reconsider that this aggression may jeopardize their hold on their state? Again and again, we've seen in the last century that dictatorships that gamble on aggression, if they lose--the Argentine junta attacking the Falklands, the Greek junta attacking Cyprus--if they lose, they can lose power. And so when I say, "win the war," I don't mean with this glorious advance and driving people out and flags flying. I mean that at some point, the Russians decide, We could lose things that we care about more by continuing with this aggression. We need to find some kind of negotiated settlement. Can they win it that way?

Mak: Well, Russia is a very opaque society from the outside, right? And as you know, these dictatorships are very brittle structures. And when they bend, they snap. More people have died in Ukraine on the Russian side than have died over a decade of war when the Soviet Union invaded Afghanistan. And that, as you know, was a contributing factor to the fall of the Soviet Union. And I want to point out that there's already been one internal military rebellion inside Russia that's already happened. It's just very difficult to predict.

Yes, Ukraine now has really interesting deep-strike capability. We saw this in an operation called Operation Spiderweb, where they snuck drones across the border and had them fly and take out dozens of strategic bombers all across Russia disguised inside of kind of motor homes or sheds built on trucks. And it was a really interesting operation that showed how vulnerable every country, not just Russia, is to modern drone warfare.

But whether or not that moves the needle on Putin's core power, we can't conduct a survey. We can't talk to ordinary Russians in any meaningful way to determine how close that is. What we do know is the economy is suffering. Inflation is extremely high. We talk about inflation in the United States--it's four or five times that in Russia. People are dying. They're coming back traumatized, they're coming back without limbs, or they're not coming back at all. And that's going to have a long-term societal effect. We just aren't able to qualitate that. We're not able to describe that to you in ways that lead to easy predictions about the near term. There are going to be serious follow-on effects. I just can't predict what that will be.

Frum: I want to ask you the contrary scenario. Supposing President Trump says, and may mean, that he wants to pressure Ukraine into forcing some kind of negotiated peace, which he insists is possible. It looks like any negotiated peace would be a peace more or less on Russian terms, at least if it were to be negotiated today. What would be the effect on Ukrainian society if the United States were to push Ukraine in that direction?

Karatnycky: Well, we already saw this effect because we had in the run-up to the negotiations, we had the kind of the Steve Witkoff declarations, which I think resonated fairly substantially in the Ukrainian opinion elites and within the Ukrainian public, where he basically surrendered many of these territories, said that they were traditionally Russian, and so on.

So I think Ukrainians are used to this. I think the most important thing was that, around that whole misguided Witkoff diplomacy, Europe solidified, and I think the Ukrainians are ready to go with Europe. And I think Europe is, at the moment, ready to go--democratic Europe is ready to go with Ukraine, and that has, I think, changed the calculus of Ukrainians. I don't think they feel, at least the policy people feel, that they're as vulnerable. And I think that the fact that Europe is stepping up with cash and with collaboration on potentially on weapons production--Ukraine has, as I say, been developing its long-range missiles.

I've always believed that the only way to get Russia to negotiate is to hit the Russian power grid in places like Moscow and St. Petersburg, which together represent 35 to 40 percent of the Russian GDP. If you can knock these things out for 5 percent of the time, it's a huge impact or, you know, bigger impact than sanctions on Russian growth, and it brings the war in a more dramatic way, and it is a legitimate war target because there are many missile- and military-production facilities in the Moscow and St. Petersburg areas. And I think that the reciprocity, the ability for Ukraine to respond, would probably reduce the Russian attacks on the civilian targets in Ukraine, which have really been scaled up in the last two months.

Frum: Tim, what's your view of what happens if the United States is even somewhat successful in forcing some kind of unfavorable peace?

Mak: I want to challenge the underlying assumption. I don't think that they're going to be able to force a peace on Russia's terms. I remember in the very first weeks of the war, I heard someone say that as long as there's a 12-year-old kid in Ukraine with a plastic fork, there's going to be resistance to Russia and Russian occupation. There is no appetite whatsoever in Ukraine for accepting a peace that would permit the takeover of additional territories simply through diplomacy. And that's what, I think, in the near term, a diplomatic outcome would look like.

Ever since the Oval Office dustup between Zelensky and Trump, I think Ukrainians have increasingly, to Adrian's point, adopted the view that they need to have a backup plan and that they need to be able to be more self-sufficient and less reliant, even psychically, on American support for morale or equipment or whatever.

And so I think over the last few months, those plans have been put in place. I don't think you'll see that Ukraine will accept just a dictated peace in which they have to give up huge amounts of sovereignty and territory and freedom of action in order to achieve a short-term peace--which, by the way, no Ukrainian believes, or very few Ukrainians believe, would be sustainable in the long term. They believe that this would just be the prelude to the next war, which is coming in a matter of a few years.

Frum: Is there any voice--Adrian, you've chronicled the transformation of Ukraine from a culture and a people into a state. Is there any voice in the Ukrainian state system that would be willing to play ball with the Trump-Witkoff vision of the Ukrainian future?

Karatnycky: No. I mean, I think there may be a residual 5 percent of people with a kind of Soviet mentality and maybe a few percent who feel comfortable being in Russia's embrace. But I would say, the society is as consolidated as ever in Ukrainian history. The culture is as dynamic as ever. This is like the high point of Ukrainian unity, and I think that that's actually a counterweight to the earlier part of our discussion.

The Ukrainian people are united in the purpose of defending their way of life, their culture, their--to an extent--language, their civilization, which they see as a more open one than what Russia offers. And this unity is not going to be broken by disputes about anti-corruption policy or even some inordinate concentration of power by the president. That they will stick together. They will fight. And I think eventually, they will resolve this in a way that defends the existence of a persistence of a sovereign state.

Mak: There was this Politico story a few months ago about Trump-administration or Trump-orbit figures visiting Ukraine and meeting with Zelensky's opposition. That immediately led to huge blowback in Ukrainian domestic circles. Any politician that has in their mind professional survival would not want to associate with Trump or--

Karatnycky: By the way, actually, with the Oval Office meeting, Zelensky ratings were on the downward trend, and he was losing a runoff election against General [Valerii] Zaluzhnyi. In the aftermath of the Oval Office thing, the society consolidated against it, but he again became extremely popular. That effect wore off, and now there are new polls that show Zaluzhnyi again winning by 60 to 40 in the second round, when there will be an election.

But the point is that the Ukrainians, at a moment where--There's only one leader at a time. We consolidate around that leader. We may not like some stuff. We're Ukrainians--we're going to criticize them if we want, but we know what we're doing. There's only one captain right now of this team, and we've got to go with it.

Mak: This encapsulates the Ukrainian worldview, by the way. No one beats up on our president except us. (Laughs.)

Karatnycky: Exactly.

Frum: Last question for you both, and particularly for Adrian: You've been following the U.S.-Ukrainian relationship so long, and you know who the friends are. They seem very quiet. There are people in the Senate who, if you talk to them, they're all Ukraine all the time when the cameras are off and they feel there are no listening devices pointed in their direction. But the moment Trump turns his baleful glare upon them, they go quiet. What is your sense of the state of play in Washington to support and assist Ukraine?

Karatnycky: Yeah, I mean, I do think that the most important thing is: I think the Republican electorate is there. I think it's a matter of cost. I think it's the shift. If Europe picks up a huge amount of that bill, I think you solve a lot of the problems with the MAGA-voter electorate. But I think they're still afraid of challenging the president and of being primaried. So it's inexplicable for members of Congress who have a six-year window--or members of the Senate, who have that longer timeframe--who nevertheless are cowardly.

But we see people like Thom Tillis who have some differences with the president. They understand that they cannot survive without being Trump adjacent. At the moment, it's a little easier for these guys to be Trump adjacent because Trump has said a few tougher words, but I think that's the problem. The problem is not so much that MAGA is against Ukraine. I don't think that's the case. I think it's the case that if the president turns against them--and I think that's the reason that they're circumspect. You know, the MAGA electorate will vote for the designated candidate of the president, no matter what.

Frum: What about the Democrats? Do they remain solid? I mean, we've noticed that in light of the Israel-Gaza war, there has been a rise of the return of the--isolationist is really the wrong word, but the--nervous wing of the Democratic Party. They seem to be more vociferous than they used to be. Does any of that affect the Democratic Party's past support of Ukraine and threaten to limit it in the future?

Karatnycky: Well, we've never had absolute--whenever there was a, quote, "bipartisan foreign policy" during the Cold War, it was usually 80 percent of one party and 40 percent of the other party. So we've never had that kind of absolute unity. And there will be different tendencies. But I think the predominant tendency in both electorates is to support Ukraine. And I think that in the Democratic congressional and Senate delegations, there is overwhelming support. And these are kind of minor, fringe tendencies.

But even if over time Ukraine loses 10 or 15 or 20 percent of the Democratic congressional delegations, Ukraine cannot be sustained only by the support of the Democratic Party. It will need to have some substantial Republican support in the long term for legislation, especially if we get back to a government where you don't have, like in Ukraine, a rubber-stamp parliament.

Frum: Last question for Tim. Tim, how sophisticated are Ukrainians, both politicians and everyday people, at reading the politics of the United States? Are they able to discern the difference between a Trump, a Vance, their coterie, and where most Americans are?

Mak: I've often observed that Ukrainians are more adept at understanding American politics than Americans are.

Frum: (Laughs.)

Mak: I mean, they're talking about subcommittee hearings in the Congress, and they're talking about the two-thirds majority for various changes that need to be adopted. But, like, you can understand why they're so interested in American politics. Their lives depend on it. And you would pay attention to a foreign country's government a lot more closely if that was the difference between a drone flying near or at your building at night or not, right? So they're very much interested in the minutiae of American government. They share the J. D. Vance memes. They are very much in touch with what's happening in the American political discourse, in some ways more than your average American.

Frum: So it's not impossible that someday they forgive us.

Mak: It's not impossible. I would say that for now, there's a huge, huge grudge that will need to be overcome.

Karatnycky: But there's a lot of not forgiving. There's also not forgiving for some of the revelations about the Biden administration thinking about not giving to Ukraine too many weapons to prevail. So there will be a long, long attempt to chew through all this stuff and to kind of absorb it and to think about it. I don't think anti-Americanism has risen in any substantial way, but I think more of a kind of nationalism, that We have to rely on ourselves--that is the main, predominant trend, less of this kind of reliance on what the big powers will do.

Frum: Thank you both so much for taking the time, and thank you for your years of work and expertise on this issue, which you have so generously shared today. Bye-bye.

Mak: Thank you, David.

Karatnycky: Thank you.

[Music]

Frum: Thank you so much to Tim Mak and Adrian Karatnycky for their candor. I want to salute both of them in their physical courage. Tim reports every day from Ukraine; Adrian is a frequent visitor. As we have seen from the terrible onslaught of July 31, everyone in Ukraine, everyone especially in the capital city of Kyiv, is a potential target. Our two guests today have volunteered--Tim, full-time; Adrian, often--to be targets of that potential retaliation. It takes a lot of courage to be in Ukraine. It takes a lot of courage to stand for Ukraine, and I thank them both for their candor and their courage.

If you appreciate dialogues like this, I hope you'll subscribe to, share, advance, promote this podcast on any platform that you'd like to use. Remember always that the best way to support the work of this podcast and all of us at The Atlantic is by subscribing to The Atlantic. I sincerely hope you'll consider doing that.

My thanks to you for watching, and I look forward to seeing you here again soon on The David Frum Show, whether you watch or whether you listen.

Thank you so much. Goodbye.

[Music]

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

I'm David Frum. Thank you for listening.
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Captain Ron's Guide to Fearless Flying

The pilot who calms the nerves of anxious fliers

by Elaine Godfrey




On a hot Saturday evening in May, I reported to Terminal 4 of Phoenix's Sky Harbor airport. There, in a small conference room behind an unmarked door, I put on a name tag and joined 18 other nervous-looking people hoping to be cured by Captain Ron.

Captain Ron (real name Ron Nielsen) is a 78-year-old former commercial pilot who teaches a free class for nervous fliers roughly once a month. He has the wholesome look of a small-town minister: rectangular glasses, short-cropped white hair, and a whimsical tuft sticking out of each nostril. He's like the aviation equivalent of Rick Steves--the kind of guy who, after a class that goes particularly well, exclaims, "It should be against the law to have that much fun!"

A fear of flying, Captain Ron explained, is nothing to be ashamed of. "You're not broken." The anxiety looks different for different people. Some worry mostly about external factors, such as crashes and terrorism. Others dread a panic attack--and how fellow passengers might react to it.

Sitting next to me was a retiree named Mike who had been coming to Captain Ron's class regularly to address his claustrophobia ahead of a long-anticipated flight: a two-hour trip to Reno to visit his grandson. Across the table, Stephanie and her husband, whom she'd brought along for moral support, were planning a trip to Cambodia. "Over water," someone across the room offered. Stephanie's eyes were wide. We understood completely.

Lots of people suffer from a fear of flying, including at least 25 million of us in the United States, according to the Cleveland Clinic. Our worries are often dismissed as irrational--planes are much safer than cars, etc. But a recent succession of terrifying airplane incidents has only seemed to validate our phobia--most notably, the crash landing of the Air India Dreamliner that killed 241 people on board in early June, which came just a few months after the midair collision that killed 67 people near my home airport, just outside Washington, D.C.

Recent events notwithstanding, most aviation fears boil down to a lack of control, Elaine Iljon Foreman, a clinical psychologist and co-author of Fly Away Fear, told me. Sometimes these fears are triggered or exacerbated by a specific flying experience, or major life changes. Alex, a 42-year-old IT manager who sat near me in class, said that he developed his fear of flying when his wife was pregnant with their twins. The couple were forced to fly twice from Phoenix to Los Angeles for medical care to save the pregnancy, and for Alex, it was a traumatic experience.

I'd experienced 21 years of unmemorable flights before my own fear of flying took hold. In May 2015, I was traveling from my home state of Iowa to New York City for a summer internship. I was already nervous about moving, and then, somewhere above Illinois, the plane hit a patch of turbulence and dropped what felt like a thousand feet. Several people screamed. For the first time in my life, I began to experience what I would later understand to be panic: My face and neck went clammy, and black spots filled my vision. At one point, an overhead bin popped open and a few unbuckled passengers smacked their head on the ceiling. They were all okay, and, physically, so was I. But I had unlocked a new fear.

I've been a white-knuckle flier ever since. Upon boarding, I proceed down the aisle like a bride heading to a doomed marriage, quietly assessing my fellow passengers for trustworthiness, should a crash require us to forge a Lost-style alliance of survivors. At the first bump, my palms start to sweat and my calf muscles tighten. In particularly rough air, when the pilot urges the flight attendants to please take their seats, I begin to administer my own last rites--You've had a good run, my brain whispers--and fire off a few farewell notes to loved ones: "Really bad up here," I text my boyfriend. "Love you." Once, on my way to a friend's wedding, I was so overcome with anxiety that I passed out at the gate, my body folding over my suitcase like a wilted flower.

For a while, I considered a flightless future. But the cost was too high. I remembered Royce White, the Iowa State basketball player whose fear of flying required him to drive hundreds of miles to away games, and contributed to the end of his NBA career. I thought of a longtime family friend named Betty whose aerophobia I had always interpreted as an abiding love for trains. Betty regularly traveled between Iowa and Florida via Amtrak sleeper car, a journey that took 96 hours, required layovers in Chicago and D.C., and cost approximately $4,000.

I've kept flying, but many of the others in Captain Ron's class hadn't. Alex had flown only once since his wife gave birth (the twins are in grade school now). Mike, the claustrophobic retiree, told me that on a recent attempt to fly, he took an Ambien and drank a few shots of whiskey, yet he remained too terrified to board. Tired and tipsy, he had to call his daughter for a ride home.

The main portion of Captain Ron's class took place on a stationary Southwest airplane. After introductions, he handed out boarding passes bearing our names but no destination, and together we marched warily from the ticketing area through security. At gate D-13, a Southwest agent led us down the jet bridge and onto a waiting Boeing 737 Max 8 and, once we were seated, made a formal boarding announcement: "Good evening and welcome aboard Southwest Airlines Flight 1234, with service to nowhere!"

For the next hour, Captain Ron stood in the aisle and delivered a lecture that flitted between airplane trivia and personal anecdotes. We learned how much time is generally required for a plane to become airborne (35 to 45 seconds) and how much fuel planes typically carry for domestic flights (more than enough to get to their destination). We were reminded that turbulence, while unpleasant, is not dangerous. We learned about strategies for overpowering our emotional "elephant brain" with our logical "rider brain." If we needed an "actionable task" to distract ourselves during takeoff, Captain Ron suggested journaling about our anxiety or quizzing a travel companion with rapid-fire math problems. Together, we inhaled for four seconds and exhaled for six. Sometimes, we learned, it helps to breathe through a straw.

Read: Fear of flying is different now

Very little seemed to crack Captain Ron's cheery exterior, including questions about the recent air-travel incidents. Newark airport had just experienced a brief radar blackout, and on the same day our class was held, the aviation hub was having air-traffic-control staffing issues. A student asked Captain Ron whether people should be worried. "Great one, great one," he said. Airports, he explained, reduce the number of planes in the air if there aren't enough controllers to keep people flying safely. (A few days after our class, NBC News reported that, according to an anonymous Newark air-traffic controller, the airport had lost radio contact with pilots multiple times in recent months. "I can't tell you that that's a desirable situation," Captain Ron told me by phone. But pilots "have procedures" for this.)

After an hour together on the plane, we disembarked and took a group photo at the entrance to the jet bridge. A few of my classmates would be back in a month, to commune again with other anxious fliers and spend another hour on a plane hearing Captain Ron's soothing words. For some, just sitting on that grounded plane is a form of exposure therapy. I wished I could join them.




The irony was not lost on me that attending my fear-of-flying class required taking two long plane rides. But the next morning I was feeling confident, and decided to forgo my usual Xanax before the flight home. Captain Ron had advised me to try boarding early, to meet the pilots, something I had assumed only a child could do.

In the cockpit, I told the captain and first officer that I hated turbulence. "That's what everybody seems to be afraid of," the captain said, laughing. "It's never caused a problem." I smiled politely. The first officer explained that he often falls asleep when he flies as a passenger--"and I wake up when we touch down!" Very helpful.

At my seat, I focused on Captain Ron's actionable tasks. I timed our takeoff, which took exactly 40 seconds. I journaled my feelings, and listened to an audio recording created by Captain Ron called "Harmonizer," a 32-minute cacophony of sounds and hypnotic phrases meant to desensitize and distract your brain. ("No more fears, no more suffering," Captain Ron says on the recording. "I've had it, and now I'm changing. Today's the day!") For a more absorbing diversion, I watched a few episodes of a smutty Netflix drama about British prep schoolers.

Halfway through the flight, the plane hit a rough patch, and my skin grew clammy. What if I had distracted the pilots from their preflight checklist? Soon there was a new bout of bumps, this time bigger. My chest tightened, and I tried to breathe in for four seconds and out for six.

I thought of one of my classmates, Irene, who told me she practices accepting her lack of control by reminding herself that the universe does "what it's going to do." I tried to achieve a similar state of acceptance. After a few minutes, my heartbeat slowed.

The flight turned out to be one of my bumpiest, and therefore most unpleasant, in recent memory. Captain Ron had not fixed me. But I was a slightly different flier. I had learned some new tools for managing my fear. And I'd come to view that fear as something other than a shameful secret. Yes, I'd been anxious. But I had flown to Arizona. I'd eaten carne asada, hiked the Big Butte Loop, and laughed at the name "Big Butte Loop." I had faced my discomfort--and boarded the plane anyway.

A few days after I returned to D.C., my classmate Alex was set to fly to Chicago with his family--his first airplane trip in years. I texted him the night before to say that I was thinking of him. When I didn't hear back, I worried that his fear had once again gotten in the way. Then, late the following afternoon, I received a text. It was a picture of distant red-sandstone hills--Phoenix's Papago Park--from a tiny airplane window.



This article appears in the September 2025 print edition with the headline "Captain Ron's Guide to Fearless Flying." When you buy a book using a link on this page, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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Trump Wasted No Time Derailing His Own AI Plan

The president is setting America back in a race he desperately wants to win.

by Thomas Wright




President Donald Trump recently released his plan for the United States to win the global race for AI dominance. The document has some good ideas about expanding domestic infrastructure, encouraging other countries to adopt American AI models, and imposing export controls on advanced semiconductor chips. But over the past few months, Trump has undermined his own goals and ceded much of America's leverage to foreign powers. By setting the U.S. back in the AI race, he has created a host of strategic vulnerabilities that will bedevil future presidents.

This backsliding is the result of a rapid ideological shift within the administration, which two men in particular have spurred: David Sacks, Trump's tech-billionaire AI czar, and Jensen Huang, the CEO of Nvidia and one of America's most powerful executives in the industry. To trace their growing influence on Trump, consider Nvidia's H20 chip.

In late 2023, Nvidia designed the H20 chip specifically for the Chinese market--a legal workaround to export controls that President Joe Biden had imposed. Nearly a year before the H20 was brought to market, OpenAI released a transformative large language model called o1, which employs the same kind of complex reasoning that the H20 chips were built to power. Practically overnight, the chips handed Beijing a significant competitive advantage. Biden was planning to outlaw their export to China but left office before he could. In April, Trump enacted the ban himself.

Around this time, the balance of power in the Trump administration began to tilt toward Sacks, who saw the H20 ban as counterproductive, both strategically and economically. He gradually gained a bureaucratic advantage: The right-wing provocateur Laura Loomer persuaded Trump to fire David Feith, an ideological opponent of Sacks who ran a directorate at the National Security Council focused on technology. The NSC itself was weakened and hollowed out. And, earlier this summer, the administration gutted the State Department's "tech envoy" office, which had supported export controls.

Read: Donald Trump is fairy-godmothering AI

Then, last month, Trump met with Huang in the White House. By this point, support within the administration for export controls had considerably softened, thanks in part to Sacks. Trump decided to lift the restrictions on the H20 chips, allowing their sale to China. Some observers assumed that the reversal was part of a trade deal and expected Beijing to offer some concession in return. But China insisted that Trump had made the decision unilaterally. Indeed, one day after Trump's announcement, the country imposed new export controls on electric-vehicle batteries.

In effect, the U.S. gave away leverage to China and got nothing back. But Sacks and Huang have defended the decision. They have argued that the sale of H20 chips in China would make the country dependent on American chips rather than encourage Chinese companies such as Huawei to develop their own. As Sacks put it, "We can deprive Huawei of having this giant market share in China that they can then use to scale up and compete globally." He credited Huang for "making the case publicly for competing in China, and there are a lot of merits to the argument." (Left unmentioned was Huang's obvious profit motive of selling his company's chips in one of the world's biggest markets.)

Their case is predicated on an unproven assumption: that China would otherwise be able to produce enough chips to compete internationally. In June, though, a senior Trump-administration official testified to Congress that Huawei would be able to produce only 200,000 chips this year--not enough to meet domestic demand, let alone keep pace with America. That's not for lack of trying. Beijing has spent about $150 billion since 2014 to expand its chip-making capacity. But it still can't make enough to equip a data center capable of training the most advanced AI models. The quality of China's chips also lagged behind that of Nvidia's.

Instead of hindering China, Trump's H20 reversal bailed it out. The country already had a largely superior electrical grid compared with America's, and is likely to be able to construct data centers more quickly. Its crucial shortcoming was computing power, which requires lots and lots of advanced chips. Now, thanks to the Trump administration, China is getting them.

Democrats rebuked the decision, and so did many Republicans. Late last month, 20 national-security experts--including Feith; Matt Pottinger, Trump's former deputy national security adviser; and several conservatives sympathetic to Trump--sent a letter to the administration calling the H20 reversal "a strategic misstep that endangers the United States' economic and military edge in artificial intelligence." Steve Bannon, Trump's former strategist, was less restrained in his critique. "American companies spent decades being made fools of, getting duped by the Chinese Communist Party transferring the crown jewels of our technology. For that they got nothing," Bannon told the Financial Times. "Unbelievably, the government is poised to make the same humiliating mistake, at the behest of companies that want to drive their own profits with zero concerns for the nation's security."

The H20 decision was not an isolated case. In May, Trump announced deals with the United Arab Emirates and Saudi Arabia to build some of the world's most advanced AI data centers on their soil. Some will be owned and run by American companies; others will be owned by local AI firms--Group 42 in the UAE and Humain in Saudi Arabia. Crucially, Trump also rescinded the Biden administration's "diffusion rule," which sought to limit the export of advanced AI chips and models. The move cleared the way for the UAE to import hundreds of thousands of Nvidia's chips. Saudi Arabia is set to deploy a smaller number of Nvidia chips, but it has ambitions to expand its capacity.

Unlike Trump, Biden seemed to understand that compute, the processing power needed to train advanced AI, is a scarce strategic asset that should be concentrated in the United States or its most trusted allies. The Biden administration also recognized that China might use its close ties to countries such as the UAE to access advanced chips. Even worse, China could acquire the "model weights" of advanced AI--the parameters that dictate how a model operates, like neurons in the brain that decide how to respond to different signals. If bad actors get their hands on a model's weights, they can reconstruct them for their own purposes.

Read: A disaster for American innovation

Speaking in Saudi Arabia in May, Sacks acknowledged the importance of preventing chips from reaching "countries of concern." But he suggested that this would be easy to accomplish. "All one would have to do," Sacks said, "is send someone to a data center and count the server racks to make sure that the chips are still there." It was a convenient dismissal. Counting hundreds of thousands of chips is no simple task, and regimes in the Middle East could decide to give China remote access to their chips. Sacks also did not mention the concern about model weights, which may prove to be an even greater vulnerability.

There are some signs that the Trump administration may be doubting its own decision. In June, Reuters reported that the UAE deal is "far from resolved," according to five sources briefed on the project, because of outstanding questions related to security and enforcement. Four of the sources said "U.S. officials remain cautious about the UAE's close relationship with China."

There is an even more significant concern, though. Building what may be the world's most important complex of data centers in the UAE--and, perhaps later, in Saudi Arabia--means placing some of America's most important strategic assets in the world's most geopolitically volatile region, within range of Iranian drones and missiles. For the Gulf states, these risks only sweeten the deal. If the U.S. senses that its vital infrastructure is in danger, it will be more likely to rush to their defense. (Indeed, Saudi Arabia has even proposed giving the centers the protected status of U.S. embassies, and the UAE could follow suit.) In this way, the data centers would offer a silicon shield for the Middle East nations, as well as grant them significant leverage in their relations with both America and China. Moreover, the deal threatens to pull the U.S. further into the region, at a time when successive administrations have tried to focus on the Indo-Pacific.

If AI becomes nearly as powerful as some of its inventors believe it will, the data centers it relies on must be built in America, where the government can better ensure that basic safety and national-security concerns are taken into account. Diverting massive quantities of advanced chips to subsidized data centers in the Middle East could make that functionally impossible. There just aren't enough chips to go around.

Trump's H20 reversal and Middle East deals could be just the beginning. The Financial Times recently reported that the Trump administration had "frozen restrictions on technology exports to China to avoid hurting trade talks with Beijing and help President Donald Trump secure a meeting with President Xi Jinping this year." On a visit to China last month, Huang said, "I hope to get more advanced chips into China than the H20." Beijing is pushing to ease more restrictions.

The Trump administration's AI plan is a sophisticated document with some sound aims, but the administration's recent actions have cut against them and made winning the AI race much harder. Providing China with advanced chips and prioritizing next-generation data centers in the Middle East over ones built in America could have enormous negative consequences, ones that subsequent administrations may not be able to reverse.
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<em>The Atlantic</em>'s September Cover Story: Anne Applebaum Reports From Sudan, "This Is What the End of the Liberal World Order Looks Like"

Applebaum's story is accompanied by original photography by Lynsey Addario




For The Atlantic's September cover story, "This Is What the End of the Liberal World Order Looks Like," staff writer Anne Applebaum reports from Sudan, where a devastating civil war has plunged the country into anarchy. As Applebaum documents, the retreat of USAID has only exacerbated the humanitarian catastrophe. Sudan's suffering, she writes, offers a stark preview of what will follow the collapse of the liberal world order and the retreat of U.S. leadership: not a more just world, but a descent into nihilistic violence. Applebaum's narrative is accompanied by original photography by the acclaimed photojournalist Lynsey Addario.
 
 Statistics are sometimes used to express the scale of the destruction in Sudan: About 14 million people have been displaced by years of fighting, more than in Ukraine and Gaza combined; at least 150,000 people have died in the conflict; half the population, nearly 25 million people, is expected to go hungry this year, with hundreds of thousands of people directly threatened with starvation; and more than 17 million children, out of 19 million, are not in school. But as Applebaum writes, no statistics can express the sense of pointlessness, of meaninglessness, that the war has left behind alongside the physical destruction: "The end of the liberal world order is a phrase that gets thrown around a lot in conference rooms and university lecture halls in places like Washington and Brussels... but this theoretical idea has become reality. The liberal world order has already ended in Sudan, and there isn't anything to replace it."
 
 Among the many sources of the ongoing conflict, foreign influence is also to blame: "The disappearance of any form of international order has left Sudan as the focus of intense competition among countries that are not superpowers but rather middle powers. The middle powers send money and weapons into Sudan, hoping to shape the outcome of the conflict. Some take part in the war of ideas. Some want gold. Some are there because their rivals are there, and Sudan is a good place to fight." Turkish, Egyptian, Saudi, Emirati, Qatari, Russian, Iranian, and Ukrainian interests intersect and overlap, helping make Sudan, like Yemen and Libya, a place where antagonists from around the planet fund violent proxy wars, at the expense of the people who live there. The Chinese hover in the background, looking for business deals. Sudan's strategic location on the Red Sea, one of the world's most important shipping lanes, attracts everyone too. Meanwhile, the countries that might once have banded together to stop the fighting have lost interest or capacity. The institutions that might have helped broker a cease-fire are too weak, and can't or won't help. "We live in a very interesting, many people call it, new world order," Abdalla Hamdok, the former Sudanese prime minister, told Applebaum. "The world we got to know--the consensus, the Pax Americana, the post-Second World War consensus--is just no more."
 
 Applebaum concludes, "Violence inspired and fueled by multiple outsiders has already destroyed Syria, Libya, and Yemen, and is spreading in Chad, Ethiopia, South Sudan, and beyond. Greed, nihilism, and transactionalism are reshaping the politics of the rich world too. As old rules and norms fall away, they are not replaced by a new structure. They are replaced by nothing."
 
 Anne Applebaum's "This Is What the End of the Liberal World Order Looks Like" was published today at TheAtlantic.com. Please reach out with any questions or requests to interview Applebaum about her reporting.
 
 Press contacts:
 Anna Bross and Paul Jackson | The Atlantic
 press@theatlantic.com
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Hegseth's Headlong Pursuit of Academic Mediocrity

His military-education reforms seem designed to ensure fighting men can't think and thinking men can't fight.

by Eliot A. Cohen




The Trump administration is right about many of the failures of elite universities, particularly when compared with character-oriented institutions such as the United States Army. Consider the case of Secretary of Defense Pete Hegseth, who was admitted to and graduated from prestigious degree programs at top universities but resigned from the Army National Guard at the lowly rank of major. The Army, unlike Princeton and Harvard, knew a petulant, insecure mediocrity when it saw one.

For whatever reason--perhaps Hegseth had a rough time in freshman calculus or was embarrassed while parsing a difficult passage of Plato--he seems determined to bar academics or anyone who faintly resembles one from contact with the armed forces. He has prohibited officers from attending the Aspen Security Forum, presided over by well-known radicals such as my former boss Condoleezza Rice. He has extended this ban to participation in think-tank events where officers might meet and even get into arguments with retired generals and admirals, not to mention former ambassadors, undersecretaries of defense, retired spies, and, worst of all, people with Ph.D.s who know foreign languages or operations research.

The latest spasm of Pentagon anti-intellectualism has come in the shape of efforts to remold the military educational system. To its shame, and apparently just because Laura Loomer said it should, the Army has meekly fired Jen Easterly from her position on the faculty at West Point, even though she is a graduate, a Rhodes Scholar, a three-tour Afghan War veteran, and a bona fide cybersecurity expert. In this case, at least, Secretary of the Army Dan Driscoll seems to have given up on the honor part of West Point's motto, "Duty, honor, country."

From the February 1907 issue: The spirit of old West Point

Secretary of the Navy John Phelan--whose nautical and military experience is admittedly nil--has directed his acting assistant secretary to purge 60 civilian professors from the U.S. Naval Academy, Fox News reported, and to replace them with military faculty to "promote fitness standards, maritime skills and marksmanship as essential component of the warrior ethos." (Note: That should be components--plural--but lethal guys don't need no grammar.) The humanities, he ordered, should be particularly targeted. The U.S. Air Force Academy is headed in the same direction.

Perhaps this order results from Phelan having read too much C. S. Forester and Patrick O'Brian and believing that the key to naval leadership is ordering your gallant tars to back topsails, giving the enemy frigate two broadsides at point-blank range, and boarding it in the smoke with cutlass in hand. In that case, he may wish to read up on advances in naval technology and tactics since 1800.

More likely, Phelan is toadying to his boss, who likes to huff and puff about warrior virtues as a way of avoiding the hard work of fixing the backlog in ship maintenance that is wearing the Navy out, or plunging deeply into the complexities of integrating missiles, cyberattacks, space reconnaissance, mines, manned aircraft, and subsurface drones in an extended campaign near Taiwan. Like other formerly respectable officials such as National Economic Council Director Kevin Hassett, last seen justifying with a feeble grin the firing of the head of the Bureau of Labor Statistics for producing inconvenient numbers, Phelan may be going along with something he knows is stupid to appease his ignorant and dyspeptic boss. Not quite warrior virtue, in that case.

Most officers--roughly 80 percent--are commissioned through ROTC and direct-commissioning programs, not the military academies. If being educated by civilian faculty is incompatible with the warrior ethos, then the implication is that the Pentagon's leaders believe that four out of five commissioned officers are unfit for service. To their shame, the generals seem not to have risked their careers by vigorously protesting these measures--servility, apparently, not being confined in the Pentagon to civilian leaders.

If the Pentagon does assign more military faculty to the service academies, it may eventually wake up to the fact that its uniformed professors will obtain their advanced degrees mostly from the same educational institutions that are in the grip of identity-mad globalists. And the dark secret is that military graduate students (I have taught many) plunge enthusiastically into academic life and often wish to linger there.

All of this would be amusing if it were not so appallingly destructive. Civilian faculty in military educational institutions play a crucial role: Unlike their military colleagues, they can devote a lifetime to mastery of their specialties, including teaching. They can bring cadets and midshipmen into contact with a wider world; the service academies are, of necessity, inbred places where the students all have similar clothes, haircuts, and aspirations. While it is important to have officers teach in departments such as English--General Frederick Franks, one of the commanders of U.S. forces in Iraq in 1991, led a poetry club while teaching at West Point--they cannot in the nature of things be the backbone of such departments. Their busy careers simply do not give them the necessary time.

At the more advanced professional military educational institutions such as the war colleges, civilians will almost invariably have deeper expertise than their uniformed counterparts in areas such as military history, foreign culture, and politics, and even in technical subjects such as cyber operations. The American ethos is that officers should be generalists whenever possible, whereas teaching and scholarship require more in the way of specialization.

Read: The president addresses the military he's remaking at his image

The chances, unfortunately, are that further purges of the civilian professoriate await. The Russians and Chinese can only rejoice. A historical data point: The famous Kriegsakademie, the war college of the German General Staff, was overwhelmingly dominated by officers, except in subjects such as language instruction. This helped foster a belligerent and strategically obtuse military culture in the years before the First World War. Meanwhile, the greatest German military historian of the 19th and early-20th centuries, Hans Delbruck, was shunned by the German army for his insightful critiques of the General Staff's views. It would have done far better to have hired and listened to him before the General Staff led their country to disaster in the First World War.

William Francis Butler, a Victorian British general who served from the plains of Canada to the Coromandel Coast of India, was a talented commander and no less talented a writer. In his biography of that strange military genius Charles Gordon, he lamented "the idea prevalent in the minds of many persons that the soldier should be a species of man distinct from the rest of the community" who "should be purely and simply a soldier, ready to knock down upon word of command being duly given for that purpose, but knowing nothing of the business of building up."

He concluded: "The nation that will insist on drawing a broad line of demarcation between the fighting man and the thinking man is liable to find its fighting done by fools and its thinking done by cowards."

That, unfortunately, is the direction that the Pentagon's decisions are taking the U.S. armed forces. There is a certain kind of soldier who can be comfortable only in the company of those just like him in outlook and prejudices. As these latest directives indicate, in Hegseth's case, that would appear to be Butler's fools.
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The Most Nihilistic Conflict on Earth

Sudan's devastating civil war shows what will replace the liberal order: anarchy and greed.

by Anne Applebaum


Soldiers with the Sudanese Armed Forces return from the front line in Khartoum. (Photograph by Lynsey Addario for The Atlantic)



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

In the weeks before they surrendered control of Khartoum, the Rapid Support Forces sometimes took revenge on civilians. If their soldiers lost territory to the Sudanese Armed Forces during the day, the militia's commanders would turn their artillery on residential neighborhoods at night. On several consecutive evenings in March, we heard these attacks from Omdurman, on the other side of the Nile from the Sudanese capital.

From an apartment that would in better times have been home to a middle-class Sudanese family, we would hear one explosion. Then two more. Sometimes a response, shells or gunfire from the other side. Each loud noise meant that a child had been wounded, a grandmother killed, a house destroyed.

Just a few steps away from us, grocery stores, busy in the evening because of Ramadan, were selling powdered milk, imported chocolate, bags of rice. Street vendors were frying falafel in large iron skillets, then scooping the balls into paper cones. One night someone brought out folding chairs for a street concert, and music flowed through crackly speakers. The shelling began again a few hours later, probably hitting similar streets and similar grocery stores, similar falafel stands and similar street musicians a couple dozen miles away. This wasn't merely the sound of artillery, but the sound of nihilism and anarchy, of lives disrupted, businesses ruined, universities closed, futures curtailed.

In the mornings, we drove down streets on the outskirts of Khartoum that had recently been battlegrounds, swerving to avoid remnants of furniture, chunks of concrete, potholes, bits of metal. As they retreated from Khartoum, the Rapid Support Forces--the paramilitary organization whose power struggle with the Sudanese Armed Forces has, since 2023, blossomed into a full-fledged civil war--had systematically looted apartments, offices, and shops. Sometimes we came across clusters of washing machines and furniture that the thieves had not had time to take with them. One day we followed a car carrying men from the Sudanese Red Crescent, dressed in white hazmat suits. We got out to watch, handkerchiefs covering our faces to block the smell, as the team pulled corpses from a well. Neighbors clustered alongside us, murmuring that they had suspected bodies might be down there. They had heard screams at night, during the two years of occupation by the RSF, and guessed what was happening.

Another day we went to a crossing point, where people escaping RSF-occupied areas were arriving in Sudanese-army-controlled areas. Riding on donkey carts piled high with furniture, clothes, and kitchen pans, they described a journey through a lawless inferno. Many had been deprived of food along the way, or robbed, or worse. In a house near the front line, one woman told me that she and her teenage daughter had both been stopped by an RSF convoy and raped. We were sitting in an empty room, devoid of decoration. The girl covered her face while her mother was talking, and did not speak at all.

At al-Nau Hospital, the largest still operating in the Khartoum region, we met some of the victims of the shelling, among them a small boy and a baby girl, Bashir and Mihad, a brother and sister dressed in blue and pink. The terror and screaming of the night before had subsided, and they were simply lying together, wrapped in bandages, on a cot in a crowded room. I spoke with their father, Ahmed Ali. The recording of our conversation is hard to understand because several people were gathered around us, because others were talking loudly nearby, and because Mihad had begun to cry. Ali told me that he and his family had been trying to escape an area controlled by the RSF but had been caught in shelling at 2 a.m., the same explosions we had heard from our apartment in Omdurman. The children had been wounded by shrapnel. He had nowhere else to take them except this noisy ward, and no plans except to remain at the hospital and wait to see what would happen next.


Medical staff at al-Nau Hospital treat children injured in shelling by RSF forces in Omdurman. (Lynsey Addario for The Atlantic)



Like a tsunami, the war has created wide swaths of physical wreckage. Farther out of town, at the Al-Jaili oil refinery, formerly the largest and most modern in the country--the focus of major Chinese investment--fires had burned so fiercely and for so long that giant pipelines and towering storage tanks, blackened by the inferno, lay mangled and twisted on the ground. At the studios of the Sudanese national broadcaster, the burned skeleton of what had been a television van, its satellite dish still on top, stood in a garage near an accounting office that had been used as a prison. Graffiti was scrawled on the wall of the office, the lyrics to a song; clothes, office supplies, and rubble lay strewn across the floor. We walked through radio studios, dusty and abandoned, the presenters' chairs covered in debris. In the television studios, recently refurbished with American assistance, old tapes belonging to the Sudanese national video archive had been used to build barricades.

Statistics are sometimes used to express the scale of the destruction in Sudan. About 14 million people have been displaced by years of fighting, more than in Ukraine and Gaza combined. Some 4 million of them have fled across borders, many to arid, impoverished places--Chad, Ethiopia, South Sudan--where there are few resources to support them. At least 150,000 people have died in the conflict, but that's likely a significant undercounting. Half the population, nearly 25 million people, is expected to go hungry this year. Hundreds of thousands of people are directly threatened with starvation. More than 17 million children, out of 19 million, are not in school. A cholera epidemic rages. Malaria is endemic.

But no statistics can express the sense of pointlessness, of meaninglessness, that the war has left behind alongside the physical destruction. I felt this most strongly in the al-Ahamdda displaced-persons camp just outside Khartoum--although the word camp is misleading, giving a false impression of something organized, with a field kitchen and proper tents. None of those things was available at what was in fact a former school. Some 2,000 people were sleeping on the ground beneath makeshift shelters, or inside plain concrete rooms, using whatever blankets they had brought from wherever they used to call home. A young woman in a black headscarf told me she had just sat for her university exams when the civil war began but had already "forgot about education." An older woman with a baby told me her husband had disappeared three or four months earlier, but she didn't know where or why. No international charities or agencies were anywhere in evidence. Only a few local volunteers from the Emergency Response Rooms, Sudan's mutual-aid movement, were there to organize a daily meal for people who seemed to have washed up by accident and found they couldn't leave.


In Tine, a Chadian border town, Sudanese refugees scramble for food provided by a local Emergency Response Room, part of a humanitarian network that has distributed medical aid and food to millions.  (Lynsey Addario for The Atlantic)



As we were speaking with the volunteers, several boys ostentatiously carrying rifles stood guard a short distance away. One younger boy, dressed in a camouflage T-shirt and sandals--he told me he was 14 but seemed closer to 10--hung around watching the older boys. When one of them gave him a rifle to carry, just for a few minutes, he stood up straighter and solemnly posed for a photograph. He had surely seen people with guns, understood that those people had power, and wanted to be one of them.

What was the alternative? There was no school at the camp, and no work. There was nothing to do in the 100-degree heat except wait. The artillery fire, the burned television station, the melted refinery, the rapes and the murders, the children in the hospital--all of that had led to nothing, built nothing, only this vacuum. No international laws, no international organizations, no diplomats, and certainly no Americans are coming to fill it.

The end of the liberal world order is a phrase that gets thrown around a lot in conference rooms and university lecture halls in places like Washington and Brussels. But in al-Ahamdda, this theoretical idea has become reality. The liberal world order has already ended in Sudan, and there isn't anything to replace it.

To understand Sudan, as the British Sudanese writer Jamal Mahjoub once wrote, you need a kind of atlas, one containing transparent cellophane maps that can be placed on top of one another, like the diagrams once used in encyclopedias to show the systems inside the human body. One layer might show languages; the next, ethnic groups; the third, ancient kingdoms and cities: Kush, Napata, Meroe, Funj. When the maps are viewed simultaneously, "it becomes clear," Mahjoub explained, that "the country is not really a country at all, but many." Deborah Scroggins, a foreign correspondent who once covered Africa for The Atlanta Journal-Constitution--a job that's hard now to imagine ever existed--wrote in 2002 that a version of Mahjoub's cellophane atlas could also help explain how Sudan's wars and rebellions are provoked not just by ethnic and tribal divisions but by economic, colonial, and racial divisions, each one layered onto the next so as to create a "violent ecosystem capable of generating endless new things to fight about without ever shedding any of the old ones."

On top of these older maps, new ones now must be overlaid. One might show the divisions created by a more recent war of ideas. On one side of that battle are the Sudanese professionals, lawyers, students, and grassroots activists who in December 2018 launched a broad, popular protest movement, one that called for the rule of law, basic rights, economic reform, and democratic institutions. Their slogan, chanted on streets and painted on walls, was "Freedom, peace, and justice." In April 2019, following years of organizing, several months of street demonstrations, and violent clashes between civic activists and the military and police, the military removed Sudan's long-standing dictator, Omar al-Bashir, along with his repressive Islamist regime, in an attempt to appease this mass civic movement. A civilian government then briefly ruled the country, backed by the military. The prime minister of that transitional government, Abdalla Hamdok, who now lives in Abu Dhabi, told me that the "hopes and aspirations of people that were coming together at that time were beyond imagination."

But even as the civilians took charge, the Sudanese military never relinquished an older set of ideas: that officers should control the government, restrict the national conversation, dominate resources. In 2021, acting on those beliefs, General Abdel Fattah al-Burhan, together with his deputy, Lieutenant General Mohamed Hamdan Dagalo, known as Hemedti, carried out a coup and removed Prime Minister Hamdok. Burhan leads the Sudanese Armed Forces, widely known as the SAF, the body that has ruled Sudan, under different leaders, for many decades. Hemedti controls the RSF, a mostly Darfurian militia created by Bashir to control ethnic minorities and repress rebel groups. The RSF, whose first members were Arabic-speaking nomads, was originally known as the Janjaweed, an Arabic word meaning "devils on horseback."


In Tine, a woman passes a child up to another woman in a truck of newly arrived Sudanese refugees. Every month, tens of thousands of people fleeing the civil war descend on the town. (Lynsey Addario for The Atlantic)



As many predicted, Burhan and Hemedti fell out. Although it is unclear who fired the first shot, on April 15, 2023, the RSF attacked the SAF headquarters, the Khartoum airport, and the presidential palace. Burhan, genuinely surprised by at least the timing of the attack, remained trapped for many weeks. According to one version of events, he was freed with the help of Ukrainian commandos; another says that he finally shot his way out. After that, Sudan fractured into a multilayered conflict that now involves not just the RSF and the SAF, but a bewildering array of smaller armies and militias that fight alongside and against them. The democracy movement split too, with some former members of the civilian government finding themselves on the side of the RSF, others with the SAF.

The chaos enabled the spread of what might be described as a third ruling idea, neither democratic nor statist, but rather anarchic, nihilistic, transactional. This ideology, if that is what it can be called, was unleashed in Khartoum in the spring of 2023, during an evacuation so violent and chaotic that people I spoke with wept while talking about it two years later. Embassies, international agencies, and United Nations food-storage sites were looted. Private apartments were ransacked, stripped of furniture and possessions. Three World Food Programme employees were killed during the chaos. The Sudanese army fled to Port Sudan, a small coastal city on the Red Sea that had neither the infrastructure nor the mindset to be the capital of a large country.

As the violence continued, civilians became not just accidental casualties of the fighting but its target. The RSF's coalition contains a wide collection of fighters from across Sudan whom it can't always control, as well as mercenaries from central and eastern Africa. At a SAF-controlled prison on the Omdurman army base, I was introduced to one of the mercenaries, a 17-year-old Chadian who said he had been duped into joining the RSF by a recruiter who came to his football club and offered everyone there the equivalent of $2,000 just to sign up. He went right away, without telling his parents; got a week's training; fought for a few days; and then was captured, in February 2024. He never saw the money, which is a common story. Many RSF fighters aren't paid, which gives them extra incentive to rob civilians, loot property, and obey commanders who promise they will be rewarded for displacing villages or evicting people who occupy coveted land. The SAF, which is the only group with an air force, has carried out extensive bombing campaigns on civilian neighborhoods, taken lawless revenge on alleged collaborators in recaptured areas, and been accused of using chemical weapons, which it denies. Both the RSF and the SAF have used food as a weapon, depriving their enemies of access to outside aid and creating obstacles for aid organizations operating inside the country.

The intensity of this violence is partly explained by gold, mined in Sudan since antiquity. Any Sudan atlas should contain a cellophane layer showing the location of gold mines, as well as those of the many people inside and outside the country who want access to them. Tiny artisanal gold mines, a misleadingly charming term, can be found all around the country. We stopped at one on the road from Khartoum to Port Sudan that was no more than a deep hole in the ground and a shack made of plastic sheets, wooden sticks, and bits of straw, housing a single miner. But there are also much larger mines, some connected to the broad seam of gold deposits running under the Sahara, discovered in 2012, that has sparked violence in Mali, Burkina Faso, and Niger, as well as in Chad and Sudan.

Read: The crisis of American leadership reaches an empty desert

These larger mines shape Sudanese politics in both open and covert ways. Hemedti's control over a large gold deposit in Jebel Amir, in North Darfur, is part of what consolidated his command of the RSF. Burhan and Hemedti launched their coup in 2021 partly because they feared that civilian control of the military would restrict their access to gold and other resources. Both the SAF and the RSF fund their soldiers by exporting gold--mostly illegally, to get around sanctions, and often through the United Arab Emirates. Last year, The New York Times published a description of a plane at the airport in Juba, South Sudan, being loaded with $25 million worth of Darfuri gold, bound for the UAE. The Russian Wagner Group, now reorganized and renamed the Africa Corps--a name accidentally or intentionally evoking Afrika Korps, the Nazi expeditionary force--has gold interests too, as do Egypt, Saudi Arabia, and Qatar.

Indeed, to fully explain not just the role of gold in the conflict, but also the role of these many outside forces, we need a final layer of cellophane: a map of foreign influence showing Sudan's place in an anarchic, post-American world, an era that does not yet have a name. Colonialism is long past, the Cold War has ended, and now the disappearance of any form of international order has left Sudan as the focus of intense competition among countries that are not superpowers but rather middle powers. The middle powers send money and weapons into Sudan, hoping to shape the outcome of the conflict. Some take part in the war of ideas. Some want gold. Some are there because their rivals are there, and Sudan is a good place to fight.


Civilians displaced from SAF-controlled areas of Sudan are now staying in an unfinished building in El Geneina. (Lynsey Addario for The Atlantic)




Manahi Ghasi Taghil, age 6, was injured by mortar fire in Omdurman. (Lynsey Addario for The Atlantic)



The middle powers include Turkey, which has historic links to Sudan as well as an interest--as one Turkish diplomat told me--in making sure Sudan is governed by someone. Both the Saudis, who are just across the Red Sea--Jeddah is an hour's flight from Port Sudan--and the Egyptians share this sympathy for hierarchy and control. Egypt has ties to the Sudanese military going back to the 19th century, and the Saudis have made major investments in Sudanese land and agriculture. All three countries either sell weapons to the SAF, or fund their purchase.

On the other side of the conflict, the Emiratis not only back the RSF; they do so with enough money and commitment to spark conspiracy theories. After an iftar meal in Port Sudan, a Sudanese military officer got out a map, swept his hand across the Sahel and the Horn of Africa, and told me that the Emiratis were transforming Arabic-speaking nomads into a force designed to dominate the whole region, to create a new empire. I also heard more convoluted theories about alleged Israeli interests, or even American interests, hiding behind the Emirati support of the RSF, for which no evidence exists.

Plenty of evidence does connect the UAE to the RSF's gold-trading operations, as well as to the Sudanese army's gold interests, but Abu Dhabi has other ties of business and sympathy to the RSF too. Emirati leaders have in the past hired the RSF to fight on their behalf in Libya and Yemen (the Saudis have also hired the RSF to fight in Yemen). They have donated billions in aid to Sudan and Sudanese refugees, using some of it to build hospitals in Chad and South Sudan that are known (or believed) to treat RSF fighters. Above all, the Emiratis are repeatedly accused--by the Sudanese military, the United States, and the UN--of supplying the RSF with the money and weapons to fight the war, using their humanitarian aid as a cover, a charge they repeatedly deny. When asked, the Emiratis say that their primary interest in Sudan is to help reestablish an independent civilian government, and to prevent the return of an Islamist regime that threatens maritime trade and regional security. "We'd like not to see Sudan become a global hub of terrorism again" is how Lana Nusseibeh, a senior UAE diplomat who has been involved in Sudan negotiations, put it to me.

The Iranians, by contrast, might be happy to see the return of an Islamist regime, or at least a government with some Islamist factions. The Iranians once enjoyed a close relationship with Bashir, the SAF reestablished direct relations with Iran in 2023, and Islamist militias are fighting alongside the SAF right now. Outside Khartoum, we saw one of them waving flags and rifles from a military truck heading to the front line. But Iran clearly sees Sudan as a market for weapons, too: Iranian military transit planes have been identified in Port Sudan, and Iranian drones have been seen on the battlefield. Its motives might be not only ideological or economic. It may also be attracted by the vacuum: If the Turks, Saudis, and Emiratis are there, perhaps the Iranians simply feel that they need to be there too.

That same vacuum has drawn in the Russians as well, not on one side but on both. The Russians' attitude toward Sudan is entirely amoral, and completely transactional. They buy gold from both sides and sell weapons to both sides. Their mercenaries have worked with the RSF in the past; they have also wanted, for many years, to build a naval base on the Red Sea coast, and so now work with the SAF as well. Because they are there, the Ukrainians are there too. When I told a Ukrainian acquaintance that I would be traveling to Sudan, he turned pale and told me to stay well away from Russian mercenaries, because they might be targets for the Ukrainians. Their numbers are tiny and their interests are narrow, but their presence reveals a lot about the war. The Ukrainians hunting Russians in Sudan are drawn not by any interest in the conflict, but by the anarchy itself.

Turkish, Egyptian, Saudi, Emirati, Qatari, Russian, Iranian, and Ukrainian interests intersect and overlap on this final layer of cellophane, helping make Sudan, like Yemen and Libya, a place where antagonists from around the planet fund violent proxy wars, at the expense of the people who live there. Sudan's neighbors, including Eritrea, Ethiopia, Kenya, South Sudan, Chad, Libya, and the Central African Republic, also get drawn into the conflict, either by the middle powers or through links of their own. The Chinese hover in the background, looking for business deals. Sudan's strategic location on the Red Sea, one of the world's most important shipping lanes, attracts everyone too. Meanwhile, the countries that might once have banded together to stop the fighting have lost interest or capacity. The institutions that might once have helped broker a cease-fire are too weak, and can't or won't help. "We live in a very interesting, many people call it, new world order," Hamdok, the former Sudanese prime minister, told me. "The world we got to know--the consensus, the Pax Americana, the post-Second World War consensus--is just no more."

I made two trips to Sudan this year, to both sides of the front line. Both times I was escorted by people who wanted to present their view of the war, explain why it had started, and show me the atrocities committed by the other side. In Khartoum and Port Sudan, I traveled with a SAF information officer, as well as two other American women. Because there are hardly any foreigners in Sudan right now, let alone any American women, we attracted attention, hope, and some annoyance.

Several people stopped us on the street to tell us, with pride, that they had previously worked for the UN, the U.S., or a foreign embassy before they all vanished. One woman approached us, told us she was a Christian, and then drifted away, disappointed, when she learned we were not Christian aid workers. "I have a message for Washington," a man standing in the courtyard of al-Nau Hospital declared. I turned on my recorder, and he spoke into it: "Save Sudan; we are in need for the medicine."

Others already knew that medicine, like other forms of aid, might no longer be coming. At a communal kitchen in a Khartoum suburb, a local volunteer told us that his team had been serving a very simple bean stew five days a week. Because of American funding cuts--probably a few pennies' worth of funding cuts, piddling amounts of money that had once trickled down to this half-ruined side street--they were down to three days a week. He said they would be soliciting on social media for more funds, and he hoped to find enough for two more weekly meals soon. He was not alone: This spring, more than 1,700 of the communal kitchens run by volunteers in Sudan closed down entirely, affecting nearly 3 million people, thanks either directly to USAID cuts or to the chaos created by mass U.S.-government layoffs and canceled contracts.


A soldier with the Sudanese Armed Forces surveys wreckage in Khartoum in May, 10 days before the army announced that it had seized the city back from the RSF. (Lynsey Addario for The Atlantic)



Still others wanted to make clear how grateful they were for the tiny amounts of help they had received, so much so that I felt ashamed. At another Omdurman medical facility, the Al-Buluk pediatric hospital, a young physician, Ahmed Khojali, told me that he still had some packages of Plumpy'Nut, a special nutritional supplement. The American government in theory still sends supplies of Plumpy'Nut to severely malnourished children around the world, but distribution has been interrupted. Khojali took us to see the hospital's malnutrition unit. About two dozen new patients were arriving every week this spring; we saw a ward full of them, emaciated children with closed faces, lying beside their exhausted mothers, most of whom did not want to be interviewed or photographed. When the children first arrive, Plumpy'Nut is one of the few things they can eat. Khojali knew that some Americans wanted to cut aid because it is wasteful. "We didn't waste it; we just use it," the doctor said.

But not all of the comments concerned American aid. In Khartoum, Darfur, and everywhere exiled Sudanese now gather--Abu Dhabi, London, N'Djamena, Washington--I spoke with ambassadors, experts, diplomats, and politicians who repeatedly asked not just about American humanitarians, but also about the Americans who would come from the White House to negotiate, knock heads together, and find a way to end the war. They wanted Americans who would galvanize the rest of the international community, rope in the UN, bring some peacekeepers, make something happen: the Jimmy Carter-at-Camp David or the Richard Holbrooke-at-Dayton model of big-league, American-led, problem-solving diplomacy, which once played a role in Sudan too, during both Democratic and Republican administrations.

After the Roman empire stopped functioning, many people went on deferring to the distant emperor, acting as if he still mattered; in Sudan, I found similar nostalgia for the interest and engagement that once came from Washington. When I first met Colonel Hassan Ibrahim, the Sudanese army's media liaison in Khartoum, he introduced himself with an earnest speech, described his country's conflict as a "forgotten war," and spent several days helping us find ways around the army's strict rules so that Americans could learn the truth about Sudan, and so that the truth would inspire American action. Volker Perthes, a former UN official, assured me that Americans "do have clout if they want to use it." A Middle Eastern ambassador in Port Sudan thought I was joking when I suggested that the U.S. might no longer care that much about Africa. That was beyond his imagination, and beyond the imagination of many other people who still believe that someday, somehow, American diplomats are going to come back and make a difference.

Admittedly, the speed of the shift is bewildering. Not that long ago, Sudan did inspire American compassion. Starting in the 1980s, the conflict between the mostly Muslim northern Sudan and the mostly Christian south provoked the interest and engagement of American evangelicals. Franklin Graham's charity, Samaritan's Purse, along with World Vision and other Christian charities, had strong links to Sudanese churches and, at different times, southern rebels. They still do: Samaritan's Purse maintains its own aircraft and its own aid-distribution network in Sudan.

In the 2000s, American churches, synagogues, and secular groups were also angered and engaged by the Bashir regime's use of the Janjaweed, the precursors of the RSF, to ethnically cleanse the Darfur region of non-Arab tribes. The United States Holocaust Memorial Museum, in Washington, projected dramatic photographs from Darfur onto its exterior walls in 2006. A photography exhibition also traveled to several universities. At different times, George Clooney, Angelina Jolie, Mia Farrow, Don Cheadle, and Keira Knightley visited Sudan, raising awareness and money.

These campaigns made an impact. George W. Bush had deep links to the faith-based charities that worked in Sudan, and arrived in office determined to help. The Obama administration believed in America's "responsibility to protect," to help vulnerable groups avoid slaughter and genocide. Both invested real diplomatic and political effort in Sudan, largely because Americans wanted them to. Melissa Zelikoff, who was part of Joe Biden's National Security Council, told me that when she began working on Sudan for the State Department, in the 2010s, "we had a 25-person special-envoy office. We had teams working on every region, on every issue, thinking through negotiating tactics and approaches." Alexander Laskaris, a former State Department diplomat who worked in Africa for decades, most recently as ambassador to Chad, calls this effort "a remarkable expression of the compassion of the American people acting through their civil-society organizations on government." I asked him what that effort had produced, given that violence has continued. "We saved a lot of lives," Laskaris told me. "A lot of lives."

Americans also helped end the north-south civil war, one of the longest-running in Africa. In 2011, more than 99 percent of South Sudanese voted for independence in a referendum that had international backing. A wave of American support for South Sudan--diplomatic, political, humanitarian--followed. Now, only 14 years later, the scale and ambition of that aid are almost inconceivable. Kate Almquist Knopf, a former U.S. official who spent nearly two decades as an Africa expert at USAID and then the Department of Defense, sounded almost nostalgic when she told me that South Sudan, which is again experiencing political violence, "squandered a moment that will never come again." Regardless of who is president, she said, "neither party is ever likely to be willing to do that again for a country in Africa."

Attention dwindled from the 2011 peak, slowly at first and then very fast. Independent South Sudan descended into internal ethnic conflict and failed to thrive. Backers became disillusioned. Few newspapers could pay for continued coverage--meaning hardly any reporters from places like The Atlanta Journal-Constitution--and the story slipped out of the headlines. Maybe photographs from foreign wars became too familiar. Maybe Americans became indifferent. Social media brought a deluge of misinformation, about Sudan and everywhere else, producing a culture of cynicism and sneering. Compassion became unfashionable.

American politics changed too. The first Trump administration dropped the "responsibility to protect" idea immediately--and when it did, so did everyone else. Nor was Donald Trump's State Department especially interested in the Sudanese democratic revolution of 2019. Instead of promoting a government that offered the first real possibility for peace and reconciliation in decades, Trump's team was mostly interested in persuading Sudan to sign the Abraham Accords and recognize Israel, which the civilian government agreed to do, in January 2021, in exchange for the removal of Sudan from a list of countries that promote terrorism. As part of that deal, the administration did belatedly allocate funds to aid the transitional government, but the money was suspended again 10 months later, after the coup, mostly unspent.

Even after Biden took office, American popular and political attention focused first on Afghanistan and then on Ukraine and Gaza; it never returned to Sudan. After the 2021 coup, U.S. diplomats--working with the British, the Saudis, the Emiratis, and the UN--did try to bring back the 2019 power-sharing arrangement, a negotiation that certainly never got any high-level, Camp David-style attention and mostly excluded the civilians who had led the revolt against Bashir. The group left discussions of security-sector reform to the very end, and ignored reports of military movement around Khartoum. "No need to panic," one senior U.S. official told colleagues, only hours before the widely anticipated war broke out.


After the shelling of a residential area near Khartoum by RSF forces, injured Sudanese civilians are treated by medical staff at al-Nau Hospital, in Omdurman. (Lynsey Addario for The Atlantic)



No American diplomats have returned since then, with one exception. In February 2024, the Biden administration finally appointed an envoy to Sudan, former Representative Tom Perriello, who, without much internal support or presidential attention, did spend one day in Port Sudan (the most that post-Benghazi security rules would allow) and launched a new format for weekly negotiations. Eight months after Trump's reelection, the Trump administration had not appointed a replacement envoy, nor indeed any senior officials with deep experience in Africa at all.

Until this year, the U.S. nevertheless remained the largest donor to Sudan, not only providing hundreds of millions of dollars in aid but also supporting the logistics for UN and other aid operations inside and outside the country, and for Sudanese refugees around the world. In Sudan, the U.S. still had the clout to insist on some aid getting to both sides of the conflict, even if that meant dealing with the RSF over the objections of the SAF. "The one thing that still remained of U.S. soft power was USAID," Perriello told me. "I do think we were mitigating the worst famine on Earth."

But that scale of support was made possible by the dedication of a previous generation, especially of older congressional members and staffers who still remembered the former U.S. role in Sudan, even if they rarely spoke to constituents about it. Now Washington is run by people who are indifferent, if not hostile, to aid policies that had bipartisan acceptance only a few years ago. In February of this year, I spoke with one USAID official who had been directly responsible for humanitarian aid to Sudanese refugees outside Sudan. She told me that although she had known that the Trump administration would make cuts, she had not anticipated the catastrophic impact of Elon Musk's assault on USAID and other aid programs, or the new administration's utter lack of interest in how these unplanned cuts would reverberate across Africa. At the time we talked, she had been cut off from her email and from the systems she needed to process payments, unable to communicate with people on the ground. Theoretically, emergency food supplies of the sort she managed were supposed to be preserved, but all of the support around the delivery of food and money--the contracts with trucking and security companies; the institutions that gather health statistics, anticipate famine, help farmers--had been cut, along with their personnel. This affected everybody: the UN, other charities, even grassroots groups like the Sudanese Emergency Response Rooms.

I asked her how much the American contribution mattered. She started to answer, and then she started to cry. "We do so much, and it's all being taken away, without a moment's notice," she said after she had recovered. "There is no transition planning. There is no handover of this assistance. The U.S. has been the largest donor to Sudan since forever, and to Sudanese refugees for so long. And it's just a disaster."



The Generals and the Politicians



In the past decade, refugees have slowly disappeared from American public debate, except when they figure as unwelcome immigrants, or as fodder for far-right memes. But they have not disappeared from the world. On the contrary, their numbers are growing. The wars of the 1990s produced a steady population of about 40 million refugees and displaced people. But in 2011, the numbers began to rise. In 2024, the Office of the High Commissioner for Refugees, at the UN, counted 123 million people around the world who were refugees, displaced, or seeking asylum.

The larger numbers reflect a deeper problem. If there are more refugees because there are more conflicts, it is also the case that there are more conflicts because international consensus has weakened. In the 1990s and early 2000s, an era of multiple peacekeeping missions, the Chinese were inclined to neutrality and the Russians were interested in cooperation. Americans, together with their European allies, enjoyed a degree of power and influence over international relations that they utterly failed to appreciate at the time.

That era is now over. The United States used UN resolutions to justify the invasion of Iraq, which helped delegitimize the UN and its procedures in the eyes of the rest of the world. Russia and China grew richer and more assertive. Now both of those countries and their network of allies--from Cuba to Azerbaijan to Zimbabwe--mock or undermine the language of human rights altogether. So does the MAGA wing of the American Republican Party. Meanwhile the humanitarian agencies of the UN, never models of functionality, became so "bureaucratized," in the words of Alex Rondos, a former European Union special representative for the Horn of Africa, that officials "refused to take risks, even to prevent deaths."

The UN Security Council became contentious, then dysfunctional. Independent UN negotiators lost their backing and clout. Finally, the Russian invasion of Ukraine pitted one security-council member directly against three others for the first time since the Cold War, ending, perhaps forever, any role for the UN Security Council as a serious place to debate matters of war and peace.

Thanks to this shift, the UN has not launched a completely new peacekeeping mission since 2014--and even that one, to the Central African Republic, was possible, as Jeremy Konyndyk of Refugees International put it to me, only because it concerned a country "no major power really cared that much about, strategically." The international negotiators and UN envoys who might have once persuaded all of the players to seek peace in Sudan have faded into the background. The UN was slow to react to the civilian revolution in 2019. Only after an unforgivably long time, in January 2021, did the UN secretary-general, Antonio Guterres, appoint a diplomat, Volker Perthes, to head the grandly named UN Integrated Transition Assistance Mission in Sudan. But after the military coup overthrew that government, Perthes told me, "we didn't have any transition to assist." He stayed involved, and tried to negotiate the return of the prime minister and to mediate between the two armies. But the Sudanese military accused him of partiality because he insisted on speaking to both sides, and finally declared him persona non grata.

The UN's relationship with Sudan never recovered. Guterres periodically issues declarations ("We must do more--and do more now--to help the people of Sudan out of this nightmare"), but he hasn't been to Sudan himself. His envoy to Sudan, a former Algerian foreign minister, is widely criticized for perceived bias, because the UN, in practice, treats the SAF as the legitimate government. UN staff in Sudan repeatedly point to the bureaucratic obstacles all combatants create to hamper the distribution of aid. In a briefing to the UN Security Council, Christopher Lockyear, the head of Doctors Without Borders, said that the "delivery of humanitarian assistance in Sudan remains exceedingly and, in some cases, deliberately complex." He also warned that both sides were using aid, and aid agencies, as a source of legitimacy. One former UN diplomat told me, more bluntly, that the Sudanese army was "using starvation as a weapon of war."

That kind of criticism comes from real frustration. But it doesn't build warm feelings. The Sudanese army's finance minister, Gibril Ibrahim, told me that the "international community" is largely irrelevant, and that "mainly Gulf countries" are providing help for victims of the conflict. Though this was untrue--as of last year, hundreds of millions of American dollars were still flowing to Sudan--the comment was revealing. In practice, Sudan's leaders, on all sides of the conflict, have already turned away from the U.S., the UN, and international aid and international law, because in their world, these things mean nothing.

We crossed over the border into Sudan near the Chadian city of Adre, a place literally built on shifting sand. Devoid of trees, grass, and water, Adre now hosts more than 200,000 Sudanese refugees. I visited its main camp--a real one, not a converted school--which looks from the outside like a fortified prison. The border itself is now a noisy no-man's-land, crowded with transport trucks, tiny wagons, cars, pickup trucks, camels, and donkeys. If gold or weapons were wrapped in someone's blanket or hidden beneath the seats of a van, no one would know. I encountered no customs officials or formal border posts as I crossed into Sudan from Chad, because there isn't a proper government on the Sudanese side.

The RSF maintains order in West Darfur (or does for the moment). Men with machine guns patrol the markets. Pickup trucks carrying more soldiers park in front of the dilapidated local administration buildings. But the men who control the city can't provide much else. One might call West Darfur a libertarian paradise: There is no income tax, no government, no regulations--but also not many roads, hospitals, or schools.


Sudanese refugees are relocated from a camp outside Al-Fashir, in Darfur, to the camp in Tine, Chad, in early May, after the RSF attacked Al-Fashir. The RSF killed dozens of civilians and set homes and humanitarian offices on fire, forcing more than 400,000 people to flee the camp. (Lynsey Addario for The Atlantic)



I traveled from Adre to El Geneina, a city in West Darfur, with an escort who had been assigned to us by the RSF. He was studying in Dubai and wore sneakers and neat khakis instead of a jalabiya and turban. But he got us through every one of the dozens of checkpoints we encountered by calling out greetings to the men with guns, offering an embrace, and sometimes stopping to chat, perhaps about relatives or mutual friends. On the last day of our trip, he told me that he hoped someday to go to California, to learn about California, and then to come home and make Darfur more like California.

Others also told us they aspired to the things that the liberal world used to stand for. Among them was Al Tigani Karshoum, the current governor of West Darfur, who had formerly served as the deputy to the previous governor, Khamis Abakar. The two men were appointed in the years following a government agreement to broker peace and share power. Abakar was a member of the Masalit tribe, which before the war was the largest ethnic group in El Geneina. Karshoum's links are to the Masalit's Arabic-speaking rivals, the tribes that comprised the bulk of the Janjaweed and now the RSF.

The competition between the Masalit and the Arabs is old, although it wasn't always lethal. The Masalit, along with other tribes, were farmers; the Arabs were nomads, camel herders. Although they think of themselves as ethnically different, they coexisted and even intermarried in Darfur for decades, until climate change dried up the land and made the arable parts scarce. Following a major drought and famine in 1984-85, everyone began to buy weapons. "A herd of a thousand camels represents more than a million dollars on the hoof," the historian Alex de Waal wrote in 2004. "Only the most naive herd-owner would not buy automatic rifles." This conflict was then accelerated by the Bashir government in Khartoum, which gave the nomads more weapons and empowered them, as the Janjaweed, to repress their neighbors.

The current civil war has reignited and amplified this old rivalry, along with many other Sudanese rivalries, as it enabled both sides to acquire sophisticated weapons from around the world. Governor Abakar and the Masalit sided with the Sudanese Armed Forces, which had tanks and airplanes. The RSF and the nomadic Arabs brought in drones, howitzers, multiple-rocket launchers, and other weapons from abroad. They used their arsenal to unleash a wave of violence on the Masalit neighborhoods of El Geneina, according to a UN report, killing 10,000 to 15,000 people. Abakar himself was kidnapped and then murdered.

Under a tent outside the sprawling refugee camp in Adre, Darassalam, a teacher and headmistress of a school, told me that Arab soldiers had come to her neighborhood in El Geneina and ordered her to go to Chad. They told her they wanted to "clean the town of black skins." The RSF, which she called the Janjaweed, killed people in front of her. "I saw raped women and men in front of me, beaten people in front of me." In 2023, other Masalit exiles told Reuters they had seen Karshoum himself riding in pickup trucks, giving orders to sack houses. As a result of these and other accounts, which he denies, Karshoum is under EU sanctions.

Karshoum told me a different story. He claimed, as did several others, that the Masalit and the SAF began the conflict. He expressed anguish about what had happened in El Geneina. After the murder of Abakar, he had been too distraught to continue his duties, he told me. Abakar, he said, was "my friend." A council of elders, including several dozen tribal and religious leaders, came to his house and asked him to stay on. At first, he told me, he refused. Finally he agreed.

I don't know whether what Karshoum told me was true. But he wanted me to understand that he had real civil-society support, that he himself was a civilian, and that he wanted to build a civilian government, one that represented all the ethnic groups in the region. He told me that there should be an independent investigation into the events that unfolded in the spring of 2023 (although the UN has already conducted one). He assured me that the Masalit were returning home to Sudan, and encouraged me to come and witness a local meeting of Masalit and other tribes, due to take place in another town a few hours' drive away.

The event didn't happen, or maybe I wasn't wanted; the reason for the canceled invitation was never clear. But I did meet the reconciliation committee that supported Karshoum. About a dozen of the committee members gathered in a single bare room and introduced themselves, each one naming his tribe or clan, including a man who introduced himself as a Masalit. We also met Abdulbaqi Ali Hussein Ahmed, a lawyer and the chairman of the local constituent assembly. Solemnly, he showed me the old council chamber, with its worn tiles, watermarked walls, and shuttered windows, and promised it would someday be used again, by all of the ethnic groups in the region.

Outside Sudan, the RSF also wants to be seen as a force for democracy, not as a rapacious militia engaged in ethnic cleansing. This past spring, together with allied militias, a group of RSF leaders announced plans to form a Government of Peace and Unity, and to issue passports and currency. All of these efforts evoke a lot of scorn. In Adre, Asaad Bahr Al-Din, the brother of the sultan of the Masalit, told us that although some Masalit might return to El Geneina to trade or collect belongings, few were returning for good. "There is discrimination," he told us. "No freedom." Perceived enemies of the RSF were still intimidated, sometimes beaten, even just for looking insufficiently sad upon hearing the news of RSF battlefield defeats. In Port Sudan, I asked the finance minister, a Darfuri himself, what he thought of the RSF's Government of Peace and Unity, and he dismissed it immediately. "They know nothing about democracy. Actually, they have been used by others to talk about democracy."

I heard the use of the word democracy differently. Think back, again, to the decades that followed the sack of Rome. Long after the empire was too weak to exert real power, Latin remained the language of scholarship, of the Church, of universal communication. In much of the world, the terms democracy and civil society now function in the same way: They signify that the user aspires to something better--to legitimacy, to statehood. Warlords can rule by brute force for a time, but eventually they want recognition, acceptance, maybe statehood and UN membership.

The path to all of those things still runs through international law, even in a world where international law is scorned, dismissed, and ignored by the countries that invented it.

One day toward the end of our stay in El Geneina, we planned to leave early to travel to Zalingei, another town about 100 miles to the east, and to return the same day. The desert road between the two cities is one of the best in Darfur, which simply means that most of it is paved. Even so, the route requires a detour across a dried riverbed to avoid a bombed-out bridge, passes through more than a dozen RSF checkpoints, and runs through a region without cellphone connection and only loose RSF control. A daytime drive was said to be safe, but everyone advised us to get home before dark: Not only are there no taxes and no government regulations in Darfur, but there are also no highway police, no rescue services. No one will come help you if anything goes wrong.


At the Iriba district hospital in northeastern Chad, Taiba Adnan Suliman holds Hussein, one of her five-month-old twins, who is severely malnourished. Taiba and her seven children walked for 20 days from Al-Fashir.  (Lynsey Addario for The Atlantic)



The day went badly. We lost time in the morning, waiting for permission from the RSF to leave the city by car. We arrived very late for an appointment at a hospital, and the physicians we had planned to meet had left for lunch. We were even later for our next meeting, and squeezed the one after that into just a few minutes. Then, right after we finally got back into the car and prepared to head out of the city, our driver, who had come with us from Chad and wasn't very communicative, abruptly announced that he was out of gas. There are no gas stations in Zalingei, so we went to a street market and filled the tank out of big plastic containers. By the time this tedious operation was concluded, it was late afternoon.

We headed out of town. Then, just as the sun was setting, the day devolved into a scene from a bad movie. The car started shaking, then slowed down. We had a flat tire. We got out of the car to change it. The spare tire was broken. Our guide, who had been relaxed and chatty throughout the previous difficulties, suddenly changed his tone. He barked orders at the driver, telling him to keep moving, despite the flat tire: We had to get to a checkpoint. It wasn't safe to be stuck in the middle of the desert in the dark.

Just then, we saw a car approaching in the distance--unusual for this time of day. Our driver, our translator, and our guide stayed tense and silent, waiting to see who it would be. The car was a pickup truck; the passengers were men in flowing robes and turbans, carrying AK-47s, some riding in the cabin, some standing in the back.

The truck slowed down. Our guide smiled widely and held out his arms. He called out a name. One of the passengers, wearing a robin's-egg-blue jalabiya and a camouflage turban, jumped off the truck and rushed to embrace him. It was his brother-in-law.

We were rescued. The brother-in-law and his comrades had a Starlink dish mounted on the hood of their pickup truck, so we had Wi-Fi. They gave us their functional spare tire, and escorted us back to El Geneina in the dark. In a lawless world--in a place run by militias, clans, and families--you are perfectly safe as long as your relatives are the ones in charge.

A couple of days after we left Khartoum, the Sudanese army recaptured the presidential palace, the symbolic seat of power in the capital. Soldiers filmed themselves shouting triumphant slogans and waving rifles in front of broken windows. Sudanese military officials posted reams of praise on social media. In Port Sudan, several people predicted confidently that the war would soon end, perhaps as early as April, because the Sudanese army would now quickly reconquer the rest of the country.

That same day, Colonel Ibrahim, the earnest military-liaison officer who'd helped us because he didn't want Sudan to become a "forgotten war," was killed in a drone strike, together with a team of Sudanese television journalists. The RSF must have targeted them, to spoil what would have been newsworthy film and photographs. Over tea that evening in the garden of our hotel in Port Sudan, a senior Sudanese-military officer, the scion of a family with a long tradition in the government and army, told us in confidence that he disagreed with the official optimism. The war would not end soon. His own family, whose members found themselves on different sides of the conflict, bitterly divided, were still "electing by their legs" to leave the country, traveling to Egypt, or Abu Dhabi, or beyond.

Some weeks later, the RSF began using drones to hit Port Sudan, including the hotel with the garden where we'd had tea. The Sudanese-military leaders accused the Emiratis of coordinating the strike, and finally cut all ties with Abu Dhabi. The UN suspended flights into Port Sudan. Some of the diplomats who remained in Port Sudan also, I was told, began to contemplate leaving.

But not everyone will leave. Nor will everyone succumb to the nihilism and greed that drive the war, or to the despair that has followed so much destruction.

On one of my visits to al-Nau Hospital, in Omdurman, I met Momen wd Zaineb. We had arranged to meet in the hospital courtyard, but conversation proved almost impossible. Wd Zaineb was surrounded by a large crowd of mostly elderly people, all waving small bits of paper. These were prescriptions for medications that aren't available at al-Nau, which has a dedicated staff of emergency doctors and a free pharmacy but limited supplies, especially of medications for chronic diseases. Wd Zaineb raises money on Facebook to pay for the medications, periodically asking his 125,000 followers to donate. Social media has also helped make his long, curly black hair and wire-rimmed glasses into a kind of trademark. When he is at the hospital, he is deluged by people who recognize him, people who want to be cured.

Wd Zaineb's local prominence also has deeper roots, in the revolutionary movement that led to the end of the Bashir regime, and in the community of Sudanese who use the language of transparency, democracy, and power-sharing not to appeal to some foreign ideal or to win outside recognition, but because they believe this is the only way to achieve peace in Sudan. "We have abundant resources," he told me. "But we suffer from massive mismanagement and even greater corruption; that's why our people live in these tragic conditions. Our country is a paradise, but there are those who want to live in that paradise alone, to rule it, and to own all its wealth."

As a result of these beliefs, wd Zaineb has spent a lot of his life in hiding. He hid first from the Bashir regime. After the coup, he hid from the military dictatorship. On the first day of the war, he nevertheless went immediately to al-Nau, which was then in the middle of the conflict zone, to see what he could do to help injured civilians. Together with dozens and eventually hundreds of other activists across the country, on both sides of the conflict, wd Zaineb helped build the Emergency Response Rooms, raising money, at first from diaspora Sudanese, to provide people with the communal kitchens I saw all over the country, along with medical care and other help. The Emergency Response Rooms, known as the ERR movement--sooner or later, every Sudanese group becomes known by its acronym--eventually built shared fundraising platforms that are capable of raising money around the world and distributing aid around the country. "We did all of this on our own," wd Zaineb told me, "as revolutionaries, without any support from the government." That kind of independence generates hostility from both the RSF and the Sudanese military, who have repressed ERR volunteers. Alsanosi Adam, a member of the ERR communications team, based in Kenya, advised me to be careful meeting volunteers on the ground, because the interaction might attract unwanted attention from the authorities.

But wd Zaineb wanted to meet, and eventually we arranged to do so a second time, this time behind a water tank where petitioners couldn't immediately find him. I asked him to explain the connection between this volunteer work and his political activism, and he told me that they are the same thing. The war, he said, is run by people who want to destroy, so he tries to do the opposite: to build. He pointed at the huddle of people who were already gathering a few feet away, waiting for him. "Him, he's like my father. Her, she's like my mother. All these people need help, so I came to help. I stay here sometimes for 10 hours a day." There aren't enough ambulances, so he and his network of volunteers also help people get to the hospital after a bombing raid, assist the families of the injured, even bury the dead.

The hospital authorities are wary of wd Zaineb--he's not a physician; medications can interact badly with one another. Their doctors and nurses also do heroic work, providing emergency help to victims of the war. Maybe his politics make them nervous too. Still, they tolerate wd Zaineb standing in the courtyard. Without him, the small mob of sick people would not have access to any medication at all.


After breaking their fast in the evening during Ramadan, Sudanese men pray on a median strip in Omdurman. (Lynsey Addario for The Atlantic)



Many others share his views. During that rushed, truncated day in Zalingei, we did have one memorable meeting, with a group of students and professionals--among them a physician, a teacher, and an environmental engineer--who had, during the two years of war, collectively created 45 Emergency Response Rooms in Central Darfur, staffed by more than 800 volunteers. Many had lost their job when universities, hospitals, and government offices were shelled or shut down, but they still thought it important to "give something to the community," as one of them told me. Like wd Zaineb, they wanted to build, they told me, not destroy.

Asked about motivations, one used the term nafeer, which refers to "communal labor" or "communal work." Another mentioned takiya, when "people collect their food together and to eat together, to share it, if somebody doesn't have food for supper or dinner." While traveling in Sudan during Ramadan, I saw many instances of men far from home--drivers, workers, or indeed our translators--joining the communal prayers and meals served on the street when the fast is broken at sundown.

It's easy, from a great distance, to be cynical about or dismissive of the prospects for good government in Sudan, but these are the same kinds of traditions that have become the foundation for more democratic, less violent political systems in other places. Nafeer reminded me of toloka, an old Slavic word I heard used to explain the roots of the volunteer movement in Ukraine. Takiya sounds like the community barn-raisings of 19th-century rural America. The communal activists who draw on these old ideas do so not because of a foreign influence campaign, or because they have read John Locke or James Madison, or because, like the inhabitants of medieval Europe, they want to turn the clock back to a different era. They do so because their experience with autocracy, violence, and nihilism pushes them to want democracy, civilian government, and a system of power-sharing that would include all the people and all the tribes of Sudan.

On both of my trips to Sudan, I traveled out via Dubai, and each time it felt like a scene from a children's book, where one of the characters walks through a mirror or a wardrobe and emerges in a completely different universe. In Sudan, some people have nothing except a bowl of bean soup once a day. In the Dubai airport, the Chanel store is open all night, AirPods can be purchased for the flight home, and multiple juice bars serve crushed tropical fruits.

But despite the illusion of separation, those universes are connected, and the same forces that have destroyed Sudan are coming for other countries too. Violence inspired and fueled by multiple outsiders has already destroyed Syria, Libya, and Yemen, and is spreading in Chad, Ethiopia, South Sudan, and beyond. Greed, nihilism, and transactionalism are reshaping the politics of the rich world too. As old rules and norms fall away, they are not replaced by a new structure. They are replaced by nothing.



This article appears in the September 2025 print edition with the headline "This Is What the End of the Liberal World Order Looks Like."
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What, Exactly, Is the 'Russia Hoax'?

To start with, it's not a hoax.

by David A. Graham




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

One of Donald Trump's tells is his talk of the "Russia hoax." When that phrase passes his lips, it's a sign that the president is agitated about something.

In the past two weeks, for example, as questions about the administration's handling of files related to Jeffrey Epstein have dominated headlines, Trump has been talking often about "the Russia, Russia, Russia hoax, and many other hoaxes too," as he put it in an interview with Newsmax on Friday. Tulsi Gabbard, the director of national intelligence, also released documents last week that her office said shed new light on this "Russia hoax." Attorney General Pam Bondi has reportedly ordered a grand-jury investigation into claims that Obama-administration officials broke laws while investigating Russian interference in the 2016 presidential election.

The DNI's office doesn't explain exactly what the "Russia hoax" is, and for good reason. First, although the phrase has achieved talismanic status in Trump world, it has no set definition, because Trump keeps changing the meaning. Second, and more important, it's not a hoax.

Here's what is not in dispute: The United States intelligence community concluded that Russia sought to meddle in the 2016 election and, according to a GOP-led Senate investigation, wanted to help Trump. As Special Counsel Robert Mueller wrote in a report summarizing his findings, "The Russian government interfered in the 2016 presidential election in sweeping and systematic fashion." Trump's son Donald Trump Jr., his son-in-law Jared Kushner, and his campaign chair Paul Manafort met at Trump Tower in June 2016 with Russians who they believed would hand over "dirt" on Hillary Clinton. (Steve Bannon--Steve Bannon!--called the meeting "treasonous.") A Trump 2016-campaign aide boasted to an Australian diplomat that Russia was trying to help the Trump campaign, and then lied about his Russian contacts to FBI agents. Trump publicly called on Russia to hack Clinton's emails in July 2016--jokingly, he has since said--and Russian agents attempted to do so that very day, according to the Justice Department. Hackers who the U.S. government believes were connected to Russia obtained emails from a number of Democratic Party officials and leaked them publicly, and Trump pal Roger Stone was apparently forewarned about some. Major tech companies, including Facebook and Twitter (now X), also confirmed that they had detected dubious Russian activity.

In spite of all of this evidence, or perhaps because of it, Trump has loudly insisted that it's all a hoax. He's used the phrase off and on since spring 2017, though he's changed what he means. For a time, he made the claim--without evidence then, and without any since--that the federal government under Barack Obama had wiretapped or improperly surveilled him. At other times, he has claimed that the whole thing is a "witch hunt." Often, he generically used the term hoax to refer to any allegations about Russian involvement in the 2016 election. He even sued the Pulitzer Prize Board over a statement honoring reporting on connections between the Trump campaign and Russia. (The case is ongoing.)

His attempts to instill doubt have been assisted by the fact that some of the wilder rumors and reports concerning his campaign didn't turn out to be true. Carter Page, a Trump campaign adviser, was a bit of an eccentric character but not a traitor, as some suggested, much less the key to unraveling any grand conspiracy. Trump was probably not communicating with a Russian bank via a mysterious server. He was almost certainly not a longtime Russian-intelligence asset. The so-called Steele dossier was full of falsehoods. I argued at the time that BuzzFeed's decision to publish it was a grievous error, and it warped conversation about the Trump campaign's ties to Russia.

Mueller's highly anticipated investigation also landed with a big thud. First, expectations for his report had been inflated by an overeager circle of Trump critics who had expected shocking new revelations; the revelations were indeed shocking, but by the time Mueller published them, most had already filtered out in press accounts. Second, debate over Trump's ties to Russia had focused on "collusion," which is not a specific crime. This produced a semantic sideshow argument in which Trump insisted that he couldn't have colluded, because he wasn't charged with it. Third, Attorney General Bill Barr misrepresented Mueller's findings. Fourth, Mueller did not recommend charges against Trump, thanks to Justice Department guidance against charging a sitting president, which meant that although the special counsel produced an unmistakable implicit accusation, Trump claimed vindication.

Trump's use of pardons may have induced some of his confederates--including Stone and Manafort--to not cooperate with prosecutors, or to only partly cooperate, thus depriving the public of a chance at receiving a full accounting. This was a kind of legalized obstruction of justice.

Plenty of authorities have pointed out that Trump's claim of a hoax is nonsense. In 2017, PolitiFact named that its lie of the year. In 2018, The Washington Post reported: "Trump's Russia 'Hoax' Turns Out to Be Real." In 2019, a report by the Justice Department's inspector general concluded that, as my colleague Adam Serwer put it, "the 'Russia hoax' defense is itself a hoax, and a highly successful one, aimed at reassuring Trump supporters who might otherwise be troubled by the president's behavior." Still, the idea that the whole thing was a chimera has taken hold even within some precincts of the mainstream press, where the whole thing is treated as a weird passing obsession. The journalist Ben Smith, who made the decision to publish the Steele dossier, now contends, vaguely and in passive voice, that "Trump was in retrospect treated unfairly."

Meanwhile, Trump world continues to cook up new iterations of the hoax claim. The most recent ones are driven by CIA Director John Ratcliffe, who has a history of weaponizing intelligence, to use a term he's a fan of, and Gabbard, who has for years repeated Kremlin talking points. Last month, Ratcliffe alleged that in 2016, three of the nation's top intelligence officials "manipulated intelligence and silenced career professionals--all to get Trump," but as my colleague Shane Harris reported, he didn't have evidence to back that up. Gabbard has released a dribble of documents intended to bolster it, but still nothing that matches the claims.

In recent days, MAGA allies have pushed a new and shocking allegation: that emails show Clinton actually approved a plan to smear Trump by claiming he was colluding with Russia. The problem is that, once again, investigations have debunked it. A special counsel appointed by Barr during Trump's first term, with the goal of ferreting out political skulduggery in the Russia investigation, found that messages about Clinton being treated as a smoking gun were, in fact, likely concocted by the Russians. As The New York Times reported, "The special counsel, John H. Durham, went to great lengths to try to prove that several of the emails were real, only to ultimately conclude otherwise."

Durham's finding of a Russian forgery is ironic: Someone has finally turned up a real Russia hoax. Rather than working to fight it, however, Trump's aides are once more colluding with Russia to mislead the American people and further Trump's political fortunes.

Related:

	The "Russia hoax," revisited
 	The Russia hoax is still not a hoax. (From 2024)




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Amanda Knox: What is evil?
 	Why the White House backed down from its first big education cuts
 	Jonathan Chait: The pro-Israel right is shifting the definition of anti-Semitism.




Today's News

	 House Republicans issued subpoenas to the Justice Department and high-profile figures such as the Clintons, former FBI Director Robert Mueller, and several former top Justice Department officials over Jeffrey Epstein-related files and testimony.
 
 	President Donald Trump said Texas Republicans are "entitled" to five more seats in the House as the state GOP pushes a redistricting plan that favors Republicans.
 	The Trump administration is considering releasing the transcript of Ghislaine Maxwell's recent interview with the Department of Justice, according to senior officials.




Evening Read


Illustration by Ryan Haskins. Source: Getty.



What's Really Behind the Cult of Labubu

By Valerie Trapp

A furry fiend with rabbit ears and a maniacal grin has recently been spotted twerking next to the singer Lizzo, baring its teeth on the former soccer star David Beckham's Instagram, and flopping against a woman's Chanel bag while wearing its own Tic Tac-size Chanel bag. The creature in question is Labubu--a soft-bellied plushie that the Chinese company Pop Mart began distributing in 2019, and that has, in the past year, gained hordes of admirers. In 2024, Pop Mart reported a more than 700 percent increase in the stuffie's sales. People have been doling out anywhere from about $30 to $150,000 a toy. At Brooklyn raves, adults hop around under neon lights with Labubus clipped to their belt loops. The devotion, at times, has turned almost ferocious.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	Ghada Abdulfattah: Feeding a family of seven in Gaza
 	Where have the Proud Boys gone?
 	Alexandra Petri: A dispatch from the MAHA future
 	The Islamic Republic was never inevitable.
 	Dear James: I worry too much about what other people think.




Culture Break


JPL / NASA



Explore. These photos celebrate the 13th anniversary of NASA's Curiosity rover landing on the surface of Mars.

Read. Hillary Kelly examines how Virginia Woolf captured the challenges and triumphs of middle age through her writing.

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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Where Have the Proud Boys Gone?

The Trump administration has left them with little to do.

by Ali Breland


Enrique Tarrio, the former leader of the Proud Boys, was pardoned by President Donald Trump in January. (Joe Raedle / Getty)



Last week, the Department of Homeland Security debuted a recruitment strategy to expand the ranks of ICE: sign-on bonuses. Thanks to a rush of cash from the One Big Beautiful Bill Act, the department announced that it's offering up to $50,000 to newly hired federal law-enforcement agents. The offer caught the eye of one group that seemed to be particularly pleased by the government's exciting career opportunity. On Telegram, an account linked to the Toledo, Ohio, chapter of the Proud Boys declared: "Toledo Boys living high on the hog right now!!"



Whether members of the extremist group have pursued job openings at ICE, much less been hired and handed a big check, is unclear. I asked the Toledo chapter whether its members are applying to work for the government, but I didn't hear back. Tricia McLaughlin, a Department of Homeland Security spokesperson, said in an email that "any individual who desires to join ICE will undergo intense background investigations and security clearances--no exception." But the Toledo Proud Boys' enthusiasm for the work, if nothing else, is telling. The Trump administration is enacting a mass-deportation campaign centered around aggression and cruelty. The Proud Boys are staunchly against undocumented immigrants, and have repeatedly intimidated and physically antagonized their enemies (during the first Trump administration, they often got into fights with left-wing protesters). The group's ideals are being pursued--but by ICE and the government itself.

Trump's deportations aren't what they seem

There was every reason to believe that the Proud Boys would run wild in Donald Trump's second term. On his first day back in the White House, Trump pardoned everyone who was convicted for crimes related to the insurrection on January 6, 2021--including roughly 100 known members of the Proud Boys and other extremist organizations. They had received some of the harshest sentences tied to the Capitol riot: All 14 people who were still in prison when Trump returned to office were affiliated with either the Proud Boys or the Oath Keepers. At the time, a terrorism expert at the Council on Foreign Relations warned that the pardons "could be catastrophic for public safety," sending a message to extremist groups that violence in the name of MAGA "is legal and legitimate." Enrique Tarrio, the former leader of the Proud Boys who himself was pardoned, announced that there would be hell to pay: "I'm happy that the president is focusing not on retribution, and focusing on success," he said on Infowars, "but I will tell you that I'm not gonna play by those rules."



Six months later, though, the Proud Boys have been surprisingly quiet. According to data from the Armed Conflict Location & Event Data (ACLED), a nonprofit that tracks political violence, the Proud Boys have been less active in 2025 than over the preceding several years. Since his release, Tarrio's most prominent action has been helping launch "ICERAID," a website that pays people in crypto in exchange for reporting undocumented immigrants. Tarrio, who did not respond to an interview request through a lawyer, also co-hosts frequent livestreams on X. In one episode of a livestream last month, Tarrio nursed a cigarette while a man who identified himself only as "Patriot Rob" waxed nostalgic about how inescapable the Proud Boys once were. In 2020, members of the militant group showed up at anti-lockdown rallies across the country, clashed with racial-justice protesters, and earned a shout-out from Trump himself during a presidential debate. (The Proud Boys so frequently traveled to Washington, D.C., for various kinds of protests in 2020 that Politico wrote about their favorite bar.) Now, Patriot Rob said on the livestream, "there's very few of us left."

It's unclear how many Proud Boy chapters there are today, but some seem to be defunct: Those in Philadelphia and Michigan have let their websites turn into dead links and stopped posting on Telegram, the social platform of choice for most Proud Boys. I reached out to 10 Proud Boy chapters and requested interviews. None was willing to speak with me. After I told a Miami chapter that I had spoken with experts on the current state of the Proud Boys, someone who identified himself only as "Alex" responded: "Experts' lol Experts at what? Sucking cock Y'all can go fuck yourselves!" The East Tennessee Chapter, perhaps mistaking my name for a woman's, replied by saying, "We're going to request some nudes in order to confirm your identity ?."

The Proud Boys have not disappeared. They have been spotted at a "Tesla Takedown" event in Salem, Oregon; marched with anti-abortion activists in San Francisco; and confronted protesters outside of the "Alligator Alcatraz" ICE facility. Other right-wing groups have been more active. After the Texas floods last month, a leader of the Patriot Front claimed that the extremist group was involved in recovery efforts to help "European peoples." Patriot Front, which has also held several marches across the country since the start of Trump's second term, remains a small organization. Estimates put its membership at 200 to 300 people, compared with the thousands that researchers believe are, or at least were, in the Proud Boys. On the whole, militia groups are "keeping it low-key," Amy Cooter, the deputy director and a co-founder of the Institute for Countering Digital Extremism, told me. Since the start of the year, ACLED has recorded 108 extremist protests nationwide--not even half as many as at this point in 2022. This is not entirely unexpected. As my colleague Adrienne LaFrance has reported, in the 1990s, a surge of militia activity and white nationalism appeared to die down after the Oklahoma City bombing--but those movements never disappeared; they simply moved underground.

Read: The new anarchy

Today, part of the reason for the apparent decline is that even after Trump's pardons, far-right groups are still dealing with the hangover of January 6. Militia groups have always been relatively splintered, but the insurrection exacerbated the fissures. Some Oath Keeper groups are divided on whether their leader, Stewart Rhodes, went too far on January 6, when he rallied Oath Keepers to breach the Capitol, Cooter said. Some members have been vocal about leaving the organization, citing Rhodes's leadership. In 2022, the Southern Poverty Law Center recorded five active Oath Keepers chapters, down from 70 in 2020. (The number of current chapters is not clear.)



Meanwhile, the Proud Boys fractured in 2021, after Reuters uncovered court records indicating that Tarrio had served as an informant to local and federal law enforcement before the group was founded. ("I don't recall any of this," Tarrio told Reuters at the time.) Many Proud Boys chapters disavowed him, including part of his own in Miami. The city now has two separate chapters, an anti-Tarrio and a pro-Tarrio one. In January, I emailed the Toledo Proud Boys chapter to ask about Tarrio. I received an unattributed reply expressing disappointment that Tarrio had "turned his back and squealed on brothers." I reached back out this week, and received a similar response: "Tarrio is a rat, punk, and low life!" The respondent also said this: "You breland, are exactly what President Trump said. .fake news! I'm sure you preferred the last potatoe!" (I asked if by "the last potato," the account meant Joe Biden. "Ahhh yes. .SMH," the respondent said. "You know. .the illegitimate one! The stolen election one! The one who wandered around aimlessly!")



The bigger reason that these far-right groups remain underground is that the Trump administration's aggressive agenda has left them with little to do. One of the motivating issues for the Proud Boys, Oath Keepers, and other extremist groups is strong opposition to undocumented immigrants. After the presidential election, a leader of the Texas chapter of the Three Percenters, a militia group, reportedly wrote to Trump to offer manpower in enacting mass deportations. But ICE and other federal agencies are engaging in forceful action against immigrants backed by the state in a way that surpasses what the Oath Keepers or the Proud Boys could ever do. ICE agents, not far-right militias, are the ones who have smashed through car windows, thrown people into unmarked vans, and detained them indefinitely.



Even apart from immigration, "groups are taking a hands-off approach right now because their interests are often aligned with the government," Freddy Cruz, a researcher at the Western States Center, a nonprofit that tracks extremism, told me. The Proud Boys was started in 2016 in part to double down on traditional gender norms. Gavin McInnes, the group's founder, has described the Proud Boys as a "pro-Western fraternity" for men who "long for the days when girls were girls and men were men." The Proud Boys' extreme pro-male views are less distinct than they once were, as MAGA has embraced Andrew Tate and other openly misogynistic figures of the so-called manosphere. As a result, the Proud Boys have one less point to rally around.



Still, the Proud Boys and other right-wing militias might not stay underground forever. Under the right conditions, they could surge once again. "These groups are really responsive to news cycles," Cooter said. They have specific flash points--immigration, the Second Amendment, and supposed "election integrity"--that can mobilize them in certain contexts, she explained. The Proud Boys, Oath Keepers, and other established far-right groups still have infrastructure, a durable brand name, and the precedent that Trump might pardon them if things go awry. In May, Tarrio was reportedly invited to Mar-a-Lago, where he briefly spoke with Trump. Newer groups continue to organize. Patriot Front, for example, has teamed up with "Active Clubs," a loose network of white supremacists and neo-Nazis who run their own mixed-martial-arts fight clubs. Together, all of this could help give extremist groups a head start that they didn't have in the first Trump administration, when the Proud Boys and many other militia groups began to find their footing. The pieces are there, even if the moment isn't yet.
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The Pro-Israel Right Is Shifting the Definition of Anti-Semitism

Building a coalition united by total indifference to Palestinian human rights requires teaming up with people who lack a certain moral refinement when it comes to the Jews.

by Jonathan Chait




Whatever quarrels one might have with Senator Bernie Sanders, his thinking would seem to be immune from medieval anti-Semitic influence. Yet last month, after Sanders denounced "the Netanyahu government's extermination of Gaza," the pro-Israel group AIPAC attacked Sanders's statement as a "hate-filled rant" and "despicable blood libel."

Extraordinary claims--such as the charge that the Jewish senator from Vermont is anti-Semitic to the point of spreading ancient slanders against his own people--require extraordinary evidence. Yet large segments of the conservative and even centrist wings of the American pro-Israel movement have whipped themselves into such a frenzy of paranoia that they are making accusations like this without much effort at justification.

Conflating criticism of Israel with anti-Semitism is not new, but it has exploded in the post-October 7 era, in which the rising menace of genuine Jew-hatred on the left and right alike has been accompanied by a growing chorus of hyperbolic, bad-faith accusations. This dynamic might seem paradoxical, but the two phenomena exist in a natural symbiosis. Anti-Semites often insist they are being targeted merely for criticizing Israel; their defense becomes more effective when many people are, in fact, being called anti-Semitic merely for criticizing Israel.

Yair Rosenberg: America's anti-Jewish assassins are making the case for Zionism

The hallmark of this style of politics is that, although it does not explicitly state that all criticism of Israel is inherently anti-Semitic, it acts as though that were true. Consider another recent episode. Late last month, The New York Times ran a photo of a child in Gaza, who the accompanying article said was "born a healthy child" but had recently been "diagnosed with severe malnutrition." Later, it added an editor's note clarifying that he "also had pre-existing health problems," which should have been noted in the photo caption.

Newspapers make errors from time to time, especially while covering wars, when verifying facts is more dangerous and difficult. Yet some conservatives immediately determined not only that the error reflected an institutional bias against Israel--hardly an indisputable premise, given the anger that the Times has generated on the left for its reporting on such topics as sexual violence by Hamas--but that this bias in turn reflected animus against Jews. "The media were so eager to produce a story about Jews behaving amorally that they dropped all skepticism in the face of a sensationalistic claim from a terrorist group with a known history of lying," wrote the National Review editor Philip Klein.

Noah Pollak, a Trump appointee at the Department of Education, did not even grant that the error was inadvertent, charging on X that the paper had deliberately published a falsehood: "This is a really strange way of saying 'We ran a front page blood libel claiming Israel is starving a baby to death, but it's not true and we actually knew it wasn't true at the time, but it promoted hatred of Jews so we ran it anyway.'" Likewise, Seth Mandel, writing in Commentary, treated the error as an act of anti-Semitic malice: "Pointing to a suffering child and saying 'the Jews did this' when in fact the Jews did no such thing is an intentional act." As with the Sanders episode, none of these critics offered any explanation as to why the Times--a newspaper whose executive editor, along with many staffers, is Jewish--would be institutionally committed to whipping up anti-Semitic animus.

The proliferation of the term blood libel as a rhetorical tic is especially revealing. The blood libel is a medieval conspiracy theory that posits that Jews murder Christian children in order to use their blood in religious ceremonies. It was used for centuries to incite murder against Jews. My wife's grandmother once told me that her mother had a vivid memory of being a child in 19th-century Russia, hiding under a bed and watching a Cossack plant a dead child in her family's home to blame on the Jews.

To claim that Israel murders Arab children for religious ends would be a blood libel. And because anti-Semitic ideas mutate over time, some forms of obsessive hatred of Israel assign the Jewish state an almost demonic place in the imagination. Anti-Semitism can express itself as an inability to process Israel's actions, whether good or bad, in the terms one would use for other nations.

But to the extent that the outrage over civilian deaths in Gaza is not categorically different from that surrounding, say, the American counterinsurgency in Afghanistan, Israel's critics are treating it as a normal state. Some elements of the contemporary pro-Israel right have refused to accept that. They have, instead, repurposed the phrase blood libel to cast almost any complaint about the Israeli war effort as anti-Semitic. Because arguments about the scope of war inherently revolve around the propriety of violence, this tactic has limitless application.

This rhetorical move is striking in its resemblance to the style of the illiberal left. If you identify your own political position with a vulnerable group, you can accuse anybody who disagrees of opposing the group, thus circumventing the need to defend your position on the merits. The most common fallacy associated with this form of backward reasoning is to assume that any argument a bigot might use is bigoted. Because racists oppose affirmative action, its defenders sometimes assume all opponents of affirmative action are racist; likewise, because anti-Semites hate Israel, some of its defenders treat opposition to Israel as presumptively anti-Semitic.

In some cases, the homage is explicit. Some campus activists have demanded that pro-Israel Jews receive the kind of protective treatment that university administrators have previously extended to students from, or speaking on behalf of, other marginalized groups. (Others have merely asked that schools fairly apply content-neutral rules to activists who seize common spaces or shout down pro-Israel speakers.) This would be a logical demand if you believe that illiberal discourse norms have benefited minority students and fostered tolerance. But if you believe that they've generated resentment without helping their supposed beneficiaries, as members of the pro-Israel right generally do, then it is a strange racket to try to get in on.

The Trump administration has turned these illiberal concepts into official government policy. Its higher-education agenda revolves around the use of pretextual charges of anti-Semitism to withhold funding and subject universities to political interference. It has detained immigrant students for criticizing Israel and worked with right-wing activists to target protesters and issue draconian demands for "reform."

How could a movement prone to hair-trigger charges of anti-Semitism identify itself so closely with this administration? President Donald Trump has welcomed an anti-Semitic and even Nazi-curious faction into his coalition, normalizing rhetoric that not long ago would have been disqualifying in a Republican administration. (Kingsley Wilson, a Defense Department spokesperson, has dabbled in anti-Semitic memes, including attacking the memory of Leo Frank, perhaps the most famous victim of anti-Semitic violence in U.S. history.) Trump himself has routinely discussed Jews in crude terms, as money-obsessed and primarily loyal to Israel.

In fact, the alliance has a certain logic to it. The pro-Israel right is not so much expanding the definition of what constitutes anti-Semitism as shifting it, so that it covers far more criticism of Israel and far less behavior that would traditionally have fit the bill. After Trump criticized unethical bankers as "shylocks"--drawing a wrist slap from the Anti-Defamation League, which has otherwise supported his campus crackdown--the Commentary editor John Podhoretz wrote on X, "Trump bombed Iran. He can say Shylock 100 times a day forever as far as I'm concerned."

Here Podhoretz is following in the tradition of his father, Norman, who preceded John as editor of Commentary, once an esteemed journal of Jewish thought. Thirty years ago, after Pat Robertson published a conspiratorial book arguing that a tiny sect of "European bankers" had controlled world affairs for decades, Norman Podhoretz defended Robertson from charges of anti-Semitism in a lengthy essay. "In my view," he wrote, "Robertson's support for Israel trumps the anti-Semitic pedigree of his ideas about the secret history of the dream of a new world order."

Michael Powell: The double standard in the human-rights world

At the time, Robertson's crankish views may have seemed marginal enough that his allies could pretend they were tolerable. The door that Podhoretz cracked open for one nutty televangelist has since swung wide open for hordes of obsessive anti-globalists, Nazi-meme appreciators, and other enemies of the Jews. Building a coalition united by its total indifference to Palestinian human rights requires teaming up with some people who may lack a certain moral refinement when it comes to the Jews. But you go to political war with the coalition you have, not the coalition you wish you had.

This alliance harms the Jews in two obvious ways. First, it provides cover for the legitimization of a strain of far-right anti-Semitism that had been frozen out of mainstream political influence since the demise of the "America First" movement at the start of World War II. Second, it weakens the fight against left-wing anti-Semitism by diluting the charge through overuse. Flooding the public square with counterfeit accusations devalues the currency. And allowing the cause to be turned into cover for a crackdown on the left that is at best loosely related to defending Jews inevitably subjects the idea of opposing anti-Semitism to cynicism. The pro-Israel right's response to that critique is, of course, to label it as anti-Semitic. "Jews are being threatened with consequences for being seen as exercising undue influence over campus life," writes the Manhattan Institute legal-policy fellow Tal Fortgang.

American culture has passed through an era in which elements of the social-justice left sought to shut down opposition to their agenda by branding disagreement as bigotry. Members of the pro-Israel right, who gained power in part by riding the backlash against the excesses of left-wing illiberalism, have now decided to borrow its techniques. Can they truly not imagine that they will generate a backlash of their own?
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Feeding a Family of Seven in Gaza

For many in Gaza, daily life is a struggle for survival.

by Ghada Abdulfattah




Asala Ferany sat cross-legged inside her tent in a camp near Deir al-Balah, trying to soothe her youngest child. Nada, barely more than a year old, clung to her mother's neck with tiny, weak arms. The midday heat, nearly 90 degrees Fahrenheit, seeped through the plastic tarp above them. Sweat trickled down Asala's face, and she had to leave the tent to get some air.

Nada hadn't eaten since the night before, and the only thing left to feed her was a sachet of peanut paste--one of the last things Asala had managed to bring back from the aid-distribution point that morning.

"This is all I have," she whispered, tearing a corner of the foil packet and squeezing a bit onto her finger. "I wish I could give her more, but there is nothing left."

That morning, Asala and her husband, Mohammad Ferwana, had gone for the third or fourth time in a month to an aid center in Deir al-Balah, hoping to get their daughter additional treatment or food.

"The people in the camp look at Nada," Asala told me. "They say, 'She is too small. Take care of her. She's too beloved.' Some even say she might not survive two more months. I keep hugging her, kissing her. So if I lose her--I'll know I loved her enough."

Last month, Asala told me, she took Nada to a government-run health clinic that referred her to a distribution center run by aid groups. There, aid workers encircled Nada's arm with paper tape, taking a measurement known as the mid-upper arm circumference that's commonly used to assess malnutrition. As of last Wednesday, Nada's upper arm measured 4.4 inches--meeting the threshold for severe, acute malnutrition. The aid workers gave Asala 14 red sachets of "ready-to-use therapeutic food" (RUTF), a nutrient-dense, high-calorie paste designed to manage wasting in children.

That wasn't enough. "I asked if we could have more," Asala told me. "But they just shook their heads. There are too many children. Too many mothers asking."

When Asala got back to the tent, she quickly tucked the RUTF beneath her clothes. Her other children tended to eye the packets hungrily, and she needed to make sure that Nada, who needed them most, got her share. All of her children were thin, their ribs visible, but Nada was fading the fastest.

Read: 'In three months, half of them will be dead'

By early afternoon, the camp had gone quiet with hunger. Then, at 1 p.m., a black tuk-tuk rattled down the sandy path between tents.

Word spread fast: The tikkiyya, a community kitchen offered by the World Central Kitchen or sometimes by other volunteers and charitable initiatives, had come. Two dented metal pots sat on the back of the tuk-tuk, filled with hot mujaddara, a simple mix of brown lentils and white rice, stripped of onions or other seasonings that have become unaffordable.

Children rushed from every direction toward the sound. Suhaib, Asala's eldest at age 9, was already running, a metal pot clanging in his hands. Asala followed close behind. She told me that she accompanied her children to the tikkiya in case their pots tipped or one of them got burned. "It happens. On lentils day, the pots were boiling, and my child was burnt."

When they got to the front of the line, she pleaded with the aid worker for an extra portion. "They gave two scoops," she told him. "It's not enough for seven people." He looked away, toward the others still waiting for their ladlefuls.

In addition to Suhaib and Nada, Asala has 7-year-old Layan, 4-year-old Yusuf, and 2-and-a-half-year-old Ibrahim. Back at the tent, she gathered them in a tight circle to eat their only meal of the day. "I cannot dare leave one sleeping," she told me. "Last time, Yusuf napped through the meal. He woke up and found nothing. He cried the rest of the day."

Inside their tent, once this meal is done, there is no other food at all. Even baby Nada's milk bottles sit empty, lined up beside other barren utensils. Mohammad, who once worked as a metalsmith in his father's workshop, now finds himself unable to afford the most basic essentials. In the markets, staples such as eggs, milk, beef, and chicken have all but vanished. For what little remains, the prices are staggering. A kilogram of flour (approximately 2.2 pounds) now costs 120 shekels (approximately $32.50), the same price as a kilogram of tomatoes. Even eggplants--once a modest, accessible item--are selling for 100 shekels (about $27.00) per kilogram.

Read: 'We're trying to do the best we can before we die'

Nada weighs only 16.5 pounds. She was born under bombardment in May 2024, weighing just 4.5 pounds. "We named her after her grandmother," Mohammad told me. "Her name means 'dewdrops' in Arabic. Something small, pure, and gentle. But nothing about her life has been gentle."

The family reuses Nada's diapers, cleaning them with rations of water. With poor nutrition, she easily picks up diseases. "She had fever, flu, diarrhea. I said maybe it's teething. But she's not recovering," Asala told me. "We have no medicine. Even soap has vanished. Doctors said, with these conditions, it is hard to recover, since the immune system is weak and vulnerable."

The family has been displaced five times--from Wadi As-Salqa, southeast of Deir al-Balah, to a school on Salah al-Din road; then to Mashala, west of Deir al-Balah; to Khan Younis; and now to a makeshift tent in the middle of Deir al-Balah. Their shelter is a patch of plastic and tarp held down by rocks, near the edge of a displacement zone in southwest Deir al-Balah, where Israel was engaged in a military operation from July 20 to 22.

"Shrapnel has come to us," Asala told me. A child in the next tent was injured. "I worry every day they will order us to leave again," she said. "Where will we go?"

Asala told me that her children still remember the old days, and the tastes of foods she used to cook. "Fridays used to be family days," Asala remembers. "My husband brought fish. We cooked chicken. The children remind me of that." Suhaib used to excel in school. He still asks for a laptop--just to learn on it. Layan talks about university.

In the late evening, Asala's children again started asking about food. She tried to hush Nada with water, and to distract the others, telling them that the tikkiya might come again tomorrow, or the camp committee might give them something. In past weeks, Asala would sometimes walk to her neighbor's tents to ask if anyone had a spare loaf of bread. The answer was almost always "no."

Now and then Mohammad hears about aid trucks passing through the border to supply organizations such as the World Food Program. He joins the crowds of men who follow these trucks, but he often returns empty-handed. At times, Asala has followed him secretly. "I just want to bring something home," she told me. She described a dangerous scramble, crowds swelling with desperation: "Some bring sticks. Some guns." Once, her husband returned with a few cans of tomato paste he found on the ground, crushed under people's feet. "They were cracked open and mixed with sand. I took it anyway."

The scene around the airdrops can be equally abject. On Wednesday, Suhaib and Yusuf ran toward a descending parachute, yelling: "Throw something here! Throw something here!" Nothing came.

Asala chased it, too. "I left the tent. I wasn't thinking. I ran barefoot. When I reached where it fell, it was gone. This is what they've turned us into," she said. "I felt humiliated. We are sentenced to live like this."
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        Israel's Settler Right Is Preparing to Annex Gaza
        Yair Rosenberg

        After Hamas massacred some 1,200 Israelis on October 7, 2023, the Israeli settler right converged on a plan. In 2005, Israel had uprooted about 8,000 settlers from Gaza, ceding the territory to Palestinian control. Many of the settlers never forgave the state for removing them; now they saw a chance to return. And so while other Israelis mourned, the hard right went to work, methodically building a political movement to retake the Gaza Strip, annex it, and repopulate it with Jewish settlements. A...

      

      
        Does the Stock Market Know Something We Don't?
        Roge Karma

        Can anything stop the stock market? The U.S. economy recently weathered the worst pandemic in 100 years, the worst inflation in 40 years, and the highest interest rates in 20 years. Yet from 2019 through 2024, the S&P 500 grew by an average of nearly 20 percent a year, about double its historical average rate. Despite President Donald Trump's erratic economic policies, which include the highest tariffs since the 19th century, the market is already up by about 8 percent in 2025.As the stock market...

      

      
        The Power of Politeness
        Arthur C. Brooks

        Want to stay current with Arthur's writing? Sign up to get an email every time a new column comes out."A dying culture invariably exhibits personal rudeness," wrote Robert Heinlein in his 1982 futuristic novel, Friday. "A loss of politeness, of gentle manners, is more significant than is a riot." What, 40 years ago, were the science-fiction adventures of a technologically enhanced "artificial person" turned out also to be prophecy when we consider today's digital networks of anonymous humans and ...

      

      
        My Brother and the Relationship That Could Have Been
        Liz Krieger

        The day my brother died, the dogwoods were in bloom. I sat by my bedroom windowsill, painting my nails. Junior prom was just hours away. I was 16. My brother, Alex, was 18--just 22 months older than me.The car accident happened on a highway in upstate New York in the early morning. My brother was driving a group of his college classmates to an ultimate-frisbee tournament. Over time, my family has settled on the theory that he fell asleep at the wheel, though for a while my parents thought it was m...

      

      
        The Epstein 'Client List' Will Never Go Away
        Kaitlyn Tiffany

        Jeffrey Epstein's "client list" is the conspiracy theory that may never die. A secret document detailing all of the elite clients that Epstein allegedly sex-trafficked minors to--it's something of a grail for QAnon adherents, TMZ watchers, and serious news readers alike. There is no proof that such a thing exists.Yet President Donald Trump himself suggested that it did during his campaign, and pledged to release it before a disastrous backtrack from the Department of Justice last month. Now, in a ...

      

      
        The 48-Hour Fentanyl Clock
        Ethan Brooks

        Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube | Overcast | Pocket CastsAt the onset of the AIDS crisis in the early 1980s, U.S. cities began trying new ways to stop the spread of infection among drug users. Ideas that were first seen as radical, such as needle exchanges, quickly caught on--because they worked. San Francisco is one the first places where such programs took root. Now it's one of the places questioning whether they should still exist.This is the second episode in a three-part se...

      

      
        How Democrats Tied Their Own Hands on Redistricting
        Russell Berman

        As New York Governor Kathy Hochul denounced the GOP's aggressive attempt to gerrymander Democrats into political oblivion this week, she lamented her party's built-in disadvantage. "I'm tired of fighting this fight with my hand tied behind my back," she told reporters.As political metaphors go, it's not a bad one. Hochul omitted a key detail, however: Democrats provided the rope themselves. For more than a decade, they've tried to be the party of good government on redistricting. But Democrats' s...

      

      
        Children's Health Care Is in Danger
        Annie Lowrey

        Alison Chandra was thrilled and gutted. She was pregnant with a much-wanted second child. But her baby had a rare disease called Heterotaxy, causing heart defects and organ abnormalities. He might not survive, her doctors warned her, describing his condition as "likely incompatible with life."Chandra is a nurse. She "grew up on the far right, and very staunchly in that pro-life, single-issue-voter camp," she told me. "That was the first time that I had to come face-to-face with what being pro-lif...

      

      
        Donald Trump Doesn't Want You to Read This Article
        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.Donald Trump doesn't want you to read this article.Don't let it go to your head, and I won't let it go to mine; we're not special. He doesn't want anyone reading anything about Jeffrey Epstein, or his own relationship with the late sex offender. And yet his intensive efforts to change the subject to som...

      

      
        Enough With the Mom Guilt Already
        Maytal Eyal

        The other day, I came across a video of a psychotherapist in training acting out a scene of a distracted mother ignoring her child. "Hey, Mom, can you play with me?" the therapist asks, mimicking the kid. "Not now," she responds as the mom, gripping her phone. "I'm busy." The therapist warns that the "unavailable mother" can create lasting "insecure attachment," potentially relegating a child to a future of anxiety, self-doubt, and dysfunctional relationships. What struck me most was not so much ...

      

      
        The War Over America's Birthday Party
        Michael Scherer

        President Donald Trump's attempted takeover of America's 250th-anniversary celebration began this past spring when his team drew up a $33 million fundraising plan for a series of events starring the president, including a military parade in Washington. America250 had been founded by Congress as a bipartisan effort, with a mission to engage "350 million Americans for the 250th." But Trump kicked off the final year of preparations with a political rally at the Iowa State Fairgrounds, attacking Demo...

      

      
        What Kids Told Us About How to Get Them Off Their Phones
        Jonathan Haidt

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.One common explanation for why children spend so much of their free time on screens goes like this: Smartphones and social-media platforms are addicting them. Kids stare at their devices and socialize online instead of in person because that's what tech has trained them to want.But this misses a key part of the story. The three of us collaborated with the Harris Poll to survey a group of Americans whose persp...

      

      
        Hegseth's Headlong Pursuit of Academic Mediocrity
        Eliot A. Cohen

        The Trump administration is right about many of the failures of elite universities, particularly when compared with character-oriented institutions such as the United States Army. Consider the case of Secretary of Defense Pete Hegseth, who was admitted to and graduated from prestigious degree programs at top universities but resigned from the Army National Guard at the lowly rank of major. The Army, unlike Princeton and Harvard, knew a petulant, insecure mediocrity when it saw one.For whatever re...

      

      
        What Is Evil?
        Amanda Knox

        Updated at 6:03 p.m. ET on August 6, 2025When the news first broke about the four University of Idaho students who were stabbed to death in the middle of the night, the word evil was on everyone's lips. I encountered it on Reddit boards and podcasts, in the tabloids, on daytime TV, and in mainstream news outlets. This was surely the work of a monster. And when Bryan Kohberger was arrested, the evidence only seemed to confirm the fact. This guy was taking classes with an expert on serial killers. ...

      

      
        Ukraine Won't Surrender
        David Frum

        Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube | Overcast | Pocket CastsOn this episode of The David Frum Show, The Atlantic's David Frum opens with a warning about the crumbling of U.S. support for Ukraine under President Donald Trump. He lays out how the Trump administration has slowed the flow of weapons to Ukraine, undermined sanctions on Russia, and made empty promises about future action while spending more money upgrading Trump's private jet than aiding Ukraine's defense.Then David is ...

      

      
        Where Have the Proud Boys Gone?
        Ali Breland

        Last week, the Department of Homeland Security debuted a recruitment strategy to expand the ranks of ICE: sign-on bonuses. Thanks to a rush of cash from the One Big Beautiful Bill Act, the department announced that it's offering up to $50,000 to newly hired federal law-enforcement agents. The offer caught the eye of one group that seemed to be particularly pleased by the government's exciting career opportunity. On Telegram, an account linked to the Toledo, Ohio, chapter of the Proud Boys declare...

      

      
        Captain Ron's Guide to Fearless Flying
        Elaine Godfrey

        On a hot Saturday evening in May, I reported to Terminal 4 of Phoenix's Sky Harbor airport. There, in a small conference room behind an unmarked door, I put on a name tag and joined 18 other nervous-looking people hoping to be cured by Captain Ron.Captain Ron (real name Ron Nielsen) is a 78-year-old former commercial pilot who teaches a free class for nervous fliers roughly once a month. He has the wholesome look of a small-town minister: rectangular glasses, short-cropped white hair, and a whims...

      

      
        How Many Times Can Science Funding Be Canceled?
        Katherine J. Wu

        Last week, the National Institutes of Health finally got some good news. A Senate subcommittee voted, with support from both parties, to increase the agency's $48 billion budget--a direct rebuke to the Trump administration's proposed budget, which would have slashed the agency's funding some 40 percent. After the administration spent months battering the NIH with funding freezes, mass firings, and waves of grant terminations, that Senate vote was one of the only clear signals since January that at...

      

      
        The Tech Novel's Warning for a Screen-Addled Age
        Sarah Rose Etter

        A few years ago, my father died suddenly of a heart attack. The days that followed were harrowing. My mother, brother, and I wailed endlessly in my childhood home; I felt an exquisite sorrow, one I'd never known before. But a strange thing happened three days after he died. I was scrolling Instagram, looking at other, happier people. Suddenly, the house was silent. No one was crying. I looked up and realized that all three of us were on our phones, blue screens lighting up our faces, all of our f...

      

      
        Trump Wasted No Time Derailing His Own AI Plan
        Thomas Wright

        President Donald Trump recently released his plan for the United States to win the global race for AI dominance. The document has some good ideas about expanding domestic infrastructure, encouraging other countries to adopt American AI models, and imposing export controls on advanced semiconductor chips. But over the past few months, Trump has undermined his own goals and ceded much of America's leverage to foreign powers. By setting the U.S. back in the AI race, he has created a host of strategi...

      

      
        The Atlantic's September Cover Story: Anne Applebaum Reports From Sudan, "This Is What the End of the Liberal World Order Looks Like"
        The Atlantic

        For The Atlantic's September cover story, "This Is What the End of the Liberal World Order Looks Like," staff writer Anne Applebaum reports from Sudan, where a devastating civil war has plunged the country into anarchy. As Applebaum documents, the retreat of USAID has only exacerbated the humanitarian catastrophe. Sudan's suffering, she writes, offers a stark preview of what will follow the collapse of the liberal world order and the retreat of U.S. leadership: not a more just world, but a descen...

      

      
        What, Exactly, Is the 'Russia Hoax'?
        David A. Graham

        This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.One of Donald Trump's tells is his talk of the "Russia hoax." When that phrase passes his lips, it's a sign that the president is agitated about something.In the past two weeks, for example, as questions about the administration's handling of files related to Jeffrey Epstein have dominated headlines, Tr...

      

      
        The Pro-Israel Right Is Shifting the Definition of Anti-Semitism
        Jonathan Chait

        Whatever quarrels one might have with Senator Bernie Sanders, his thinking would seem to be immune from medieval anti-Semitic influence. Yet last month, after Sanders denounced "the Netanyahu government's extermination of Gaza," the pro-Israel group AIPAC attacked Sanders's statement as a "hate-filled rant" and "despicable blood libel."Extraordinary claims--such as the charge that the Jewish senator from Vermont is anti-Semitic to the point of spreading ancient slanders against his own people--requ...
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Israel's Settler Right Is Preparing to Annex Gaza

A radical campaign that began in 2023 is entering its final phase.

by Yair Rosenberg




After Hamas massacred some 1,200 Israelis on October 7, 2023, the Israeli settler right converged on a plan. In 2005, Israel had uprooted about 8,000 settlers from Gaza, ceding the territory to Palestinian control. Many of the settlers never forgave the state for removing them; now they saw a chance to return. And so while other Israelis mourned, the hard right went to work, methodically building a political movement to retake the Gaza Strip, annex it, and repopulate it with Jewish settlements. As I warned in late 2023, these activists planned on "displacing or expelling Palestinians," and their dream was "not restricted to the political fringes, and should not be expected to stay there." Since then, more than a third of the lawmakers in Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu's government have joined the cause.

The Israeli security establishment opposes this land grab. So do most Israelis, surveys have found for years. That dissent spilled into view last week when thousands of settler activists toured the Israeli border region near Gaza. "I hear these things and I'm horrified," a soldier tasked with protecting the group told a reporter. "It's revolting, because I know that my friends and younger brother are the ones who will guard those settlements." Referring to one of the activists, he added: "My greatest fear is that your vision will come true, and that keeps me up whole nights. I don't want my friends to sacrifice their lives for a goal that sanctifies the death of innocent people."

But popular opinion may not matter, because Netanyahu is not responsive to popular opinion. The prime minister's coalition received just 48.4 percent of the vote in Israel's most recent election, and only came to power thanks to support from far-right anti-Arab parties. Without them, Netanyahu's government would collapse, and he would have to hold elections that polls show he would lose. In other words, the Israeli leader is beholden precisely to those who aim to annex Gaza and the occupied West Bank. The Biden administration worked to combat this influence, but President Donald Trump has not only relieved that pressure--he has joined the other side, calling for Gazans to be relocated to make way for a "Riviera in the Middle East." The result: The obstacles to the far right's blueprint for conquest and ethnic cleansing have been removed, and its agenda has effectively become Netanyahu's policy.

Yair Rosenberg: The worst-kept secret of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict

Unsurprisingly then, the push for settlement and annexation has escalated. Last week, 22 lawmakers in Netanyahu's coalition signed a letter pressing Israel's defense minister to allow activists into northern Gaza itself to scout potential settlement locations. "The return of the Jewish people to these places is not just a strategic step," they wrote, "but a return to Zion in the deepest and most practical sense." On Sunday, the far-right minister Itamar Ben-Gvir visited the Temple Mount in Jerusalem, the hotly contested holy site, and declared, "We are relaying a message that from today on, we are conquering the entire Gaza Strip, announcing our sovereignty on the entire Gaza Strip, taking down every Hamas member, and encouraging voluntary emigration"--his preferred euphemism for ethnic cleansing.

Right-wing media in Israel have also begun seeding the idea of resettlement in earnest. Last Thursday, Makor Rishon, a newspaper that serves the settler community, ran a story titled "Negotiations on the Verge of Collapse: Israel Prepares for Annexation." Amit Segal, the best-sourced journalist on the Israeli right, recently promoted a poll with the headline "A Majority of Israelis Support Jewish Settlement in Gaza." The not-so-resounding results of that survey? Fifty-two percent for, 48 percent against. The poll was commissioned and published by Israel Hayom, the pro-Netanyahu newspaper founded and funded by the late right-wing casino magnate Sheldon Adelson, and it was an outlier on the topic.

Other leaked reports suggest either that Netanyahu plans to fully reoccupy Gaza--a course consistent with potential resettlement--or that he intends to pursue a comprehensive hostage deal that would lead to a negotiated conclusion to the war. These competing narratives reflect an internal information war over Israel's next steps. Not coincidentally, 19 former heads of Israel's security services released a video on Sunday calling for Israel to end the war, which they argue has crossed moral and strategic red lines and is now serving another agenda. "There are moments that represent a 'black flag' in which one must stand firm and say: This far and no further," Netanyahu's former defense minister Moshe Ya'alon declares in the clip, claiming that the government has been suborned by "messianic zealots."

For now, something intermediate might be in the offing. Segal has reported on a plan to annex the border regions of Gaza as a way to pressure Hamas to release its hostages, because the group "cares more about land than human lives." Conveniently, this piecemeal annexation could be presented as a military maneuver against Hamas, while also advancing the goals of the settler right--the sort of dual-use policy that Netanyahu has pursued to keep his partners on side since this war began.

Annexation in any form would undoubtedly be met with international opprobrium, threats of sanctions, and further isolation of Israel on the world stage. The cascade of Western countries recognizing a Palestinian state can be understood as an attempt to oppose Israeli designs on the territory. But with Trump still backing Netanyahu, the Israeli leader has little immediate incentive to alter course. Netanyahu is a master of pivoting when politically convenient--including on seemingly core principles--but he tends to choose whatever option keeps him in power, which means that changing his direction requires changing his calculation as to what will accomplish that.

Franklin Foer: Israel's last chance

Over the weekend, Jews around the world observed Tisha B'av, Judaism's day of mourning that commemorates the destruction of the First and Second Temples in Jerusalem. On Monday, Netanyahu opened his cabinet meeting with a reference to those events: "1,955 years ago, following Tisha B'av, we suffered the greatest defeat in our history," he said. "At that time, we were divided, splintered, and fighting with one another." Today, by contrast, "we are in the midst of a great war in which we attained historic achievements because we were not divided, because we stood together and fought together."

Netanyahu's boast of Israeli solidarity--made as protests against his war policy and his attempt to fire the attorney general investigating his government roiled the country--rang hollow. But the prime minister's reference to Tisha B'av was apt, if not for the reasons he thought.

As the Talmud tells it, when the Romans first laid siege to Jerusalem and the Second Temple, the walled city had supplies to withstand the blockade for years to come. The rabbinic sages counseled patience, seeking a diplomatic accommodation that would avert mass bloodshed. Instead, a group of Jewish zealots burned the city's storehouses in order to force the population to fight rather than wait out or appease their adversaries. Jerusalem was conquered and the Temple destroyed. A radical minority yoked the entire polity to a messianic policy--and the result turned out to be a national catastrophe.
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Does the Stock Market Know Something We Don't?

The uncomfortable fact about its historic run is that no one is sure why it's happening--or what could bring it to an end.

by Roge Karma




Can anything stop the stock market? The U.S. economy recently weathered the worst pandemic in 100 years, the worst inflation in 40 years, and the highest interest rates in 20 years. Yet from 2019 through 2024, the S&P 500 grew by an average of nearly 20 percent a year, about double its historical average rate. Despite President Donald Trump's erratic economic policies, which include the highest tariffs since the 19th century, the market is already up by about 8 percent in 2025.

As the stock market soars ever higher, the theories of why it rises have suffered the opposite fate. One by one, every favored explanation of what could be going on has been undermined by world events. The uncomfortable fact about the historic stock-market run is that no one really knows why it's happening--or what could bring it to an end.

According to textbook economics, the stock market's value reflects what are known as "fundamentals." An individual company's current stock price is derived from that firm's future-earnings potential, and is thus rooted in hard indicators such as profits and market share. The value of the market as a whole, in turn, tends to rise and fall with the state of the broader economy. According to the fundamentals theory, the market can experience the occasional speculative bubble, but reality will bite soon enough. Investors will inevitably realize that their stocks are overvalued and respond by selling them, lowering prices back to a level that tracks more closely with the value justified by their fundamentals--hence the term market correction.

The fundamentals story held up well until the 2008 financial crisis. Within six months of the U.S. banking system's collapse, the market fell by 46 percent. In response, the Federal Reserve cut interest rates to almost zero and pushed money back into the economy by purchasing trillions of dollars in securities from financial institutions.

The Fed's goal was to get the economy going again quickly. This didn't happen. For most of the 2010s, corporate earnings were modest, GDP and productivity growth were low, and the labor market remained weaker than it had been before the crisis. In other words, the fundamentals were not great. Yet the stock market soared. From 2010 to 2019, it tripled in value.

Roge Karma: The Federal Reserve's little secret

This gave rise to what became known as the "liquidity" theory of the market. In this telling, the force driving the ups and downs of markets was the Federal Reserve. As long as the central bank was willing to keep flooding the financial system with cash, that money would eventually find its way into the stock market, causing valuations to rise regardless of what was happening in the real economy.

The apotheosis of the liquidity theory came in early 2020: The stock market crashed when the coronavirus pandemic hit, and the Fed once again responded by turning on the money taps. By mid-summer, unemployment was still above 10 percent, but the stock market had already rebounded past its pre-pandemic peak.

But the liquidity theory's run was short-lived. In 2022, as inflation replaced unemployment as the economy's biggest problem, the central bank reversed course, quickly raising interest rates and selling its securities. As the liquidity theory would predict, the stock market took a nosedive, falling by close to 20 percent. Then something strange happened. The Fed continued to raise interest rates over the course of 2023, to their highest levels in two decades, and kept them there in 2024. It also drained about $2 trillion of liquidity from the financial system. Yet the market took off once again. The S&P 500 rose by nearly 25 percent in both 2023 and 2024, making it the market's best two-year run of the 21st century. "Between 2008 and 2022, the view on Wall Street was we were experiencing a liquidity-driven market," Mohamed El-Erian, an economist and the former CEO of the asset-management firm PIMCO, told me. "That wasn't at all the case in '23 and '24."

The stock market's performance in those years was unusual for another reason. More than half of the S&P 500's total growth in 2023 and 2024 was driven by the so-called Magnificent Seven companies: Apple, Amazon, Alphabet, Meta, Microsoft, Tesla, and Nvidia. During those two years alone, Tesla's value rose by 286 percent, Meta's by 355 percent, and Nvidia's by 861 percent. The biggest firms have always been responsible for a disproportionate share of the market's growth, but never had the gains been so acutely concentrated. The phenomenon couldn't be explained solely by superior business performance; the Magnificent Seven's stock prices had begun to exceed earnings by record amounts, implying that their valuations had more to do with expectations about future growth.

This gave rise to a new theory: The stock market was being supercharged by the coming AI revolution--or, at least, by belief in it. The Magnificent Seven's extreme surge began in early 2023, shortly after the release of ChatGPT, which kicked off a wave of interest and investment in the AI sector. The seven companies seem especially well positioned to prosper from the emerging technology, either because they provide crucial inputs to the development of AI models (Nvidia), are investing heavily in building their own models (Meta, Microsoft, Alphabet), or stand to benefit significantly from automation (Amazon, Tesla, Apple).

To some experts, the situation has all the markings of a speculative bubble. In a recent blog post, Torsten Slok, the chief economist at the asset-management firm Apollo, pointed out that the top 10 companies in the S&P 500 today are more overvalued--meaning their stock prices exceed their earnings by larger factors--than the top 10 companies at the height of the 1990s dot-com bubble were.

Take Nvidia, the chipmaker that recently became the first company in history to hit a $4 trillion valuation. Historically, the average price-to-earnings ratio for a company in the U.S. market has been about 18 to 1, which means that to buy a share of stock, investors are willing to pay $18 for every $1 of the company's yearly earnings. Nvidia's current price-to-earnings ratio is 57 to 1.

AI boosters argue that these valuations are justified by the technology's transformative potential; skeptics respond that the technology is far from being adopted at scale and, even if it eventually is, that there's no guarantee that these seven specific companies will be the ones to rake in the profits. "We've seen this story play out before," Jim Bianco, an investment analyst, told me, pointing to the dot-com crash of the early 2000s. "Just because there's a truly revolutionary technology doesn't mean stocks are correctly pricing in that reality."

If the current market froth is indeed an AI bubble, then a day must come when the bubble bursts. For a moment, that day appeared to have arrived on April 2, when Trump announced his "Liberation Day" tariffs. Over the next week, the stock market fell by 12 percent, and the Magnificent Seven took even steeper hits.

But then, on April 9, Trump backed down from his most extreme tariff proposals and, a few weeks after that, de-escalated what seemed like an imminent trade war with China. The market swiftly recovered and launched into a bonanza even wilder than those of the previous two years. The S&P 500 has risen nearly 30 percent since its post-Liberation Day low, setting all-time records, and the Magnificent Seven have come roaring back. This gave rise to the concept of the "TACO trade," as in "Trump always chickens out." The idea is that Trump hates falling stock prices and will back off from any proposal that puts the market in jeopardy. So rather than sell their stocks every time the president threatens to impose crippling trade restrictions, investors should continue to pour money into the market, confident that the proposals Trump ultimately leaves in place won't do much damage.

The flaw in the TACO theory is that Trump hasn't completely chickened out. Tariffs are the highest they've been in more than a century, and the president is announcing new ones all the time. Still, the market appears largely unfazed. When Trump announced "trade deals" with the European Union and Japan that set the tariff on most goods arriving from those places at 15 percent, the stock market actually rose. Even last week, when the president announced a sweeping new set of global tariffs--an announcement immediately followed by a brutal jobs report suggesting that tariffs were weakening the economy--the market suffered only a blip. As of this writing, it is higher than it was before the announcement.

This leaves a final theory, one that has nothing to do with Trump, AI, or the Federal Reserve.

Thirty years ago, almost all of the money in the U.S. mutual-fund market was actively managed. Retirees or pension funds handed over their savings to brokers who invested that money in specific stocks, trying to beat the market on behalf of their clients. But thanks to a series of regulatory changes in the late 2000s and early 2010s, about half of fund assets are now held in "passive funds." Most retirees hand their savings over to companies such as Vanguard and Fidelity, which automatically invest the money in a predetermined bundle of stocks for much lower fees than active managers would charge. The most common type of passive fund purchases a tiny share of every single stock in an index, such as the S&P 500, proportional to its size.

Annie Lowrey: Could index funds be "worse than Marxism"?

Some experts believe that this shift is the best explanation for the otherwise inexplicably resilient performance of the stock market. "The move to passive funds is a radical shift in the structure of financial markets," Mike Green, the chief strategist at Simplify Asset Management, told me. "To think that wouldn't dramatically impact how those markets behave is just silly."

Active investors are highly sensitive to company fundamentals and broader economic conditions. They pore over earnings reports, scrutinize company finances, and analyze market trends, and will often sell at the first sign of an economic downturn or poor company performance, which causes markets to "correct." Passive investors, on the other hand, typically just pick a fund or two when they set up their retirement accounts and then forget about them, meaning they are automatically buying stocks (and rarely selling), no matter what. In June 2020, for example, Vanguard released a statement bragging that fewer than 1 percent of its 401(k) clients had tried to sell any of their equities from January to the end of April, even as the economy was melting down.

Thus, whereas a market dominated by active investors tends to be characterized by "mean reversion"--in which high valuations are followed by a correction--a market dominated by passive investors is instead characterized by "mean expansion," in which high valuations are followed by even higher valuations. "When there's a constant flow of passive money coming in, betting against the market is like standing in front of a steamroller," Green said. "You'd be crazy to do it."

A market dominated by passive investors also naturally becomes more concentrated. Active investors tend to avoid larger stocks that they believe might be overvalued, but the opposite is true for passive investors. Because they allocate funds based on the existing size of companies, they end up buying a disproportionate share of the biggest stocks, causing the value of those stocks to rise even more, and so on.

The explosion of passive funds over the past 15 years could explain why the market has become less sensitive to real-world downturns, more likely to keep going up no matter what, and dominated by a handful of giant companies. Or that theory could end up being disproved by unforeseen events. It wouldn't be the first.
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The Power of Politeness

Being courteous can be challenging in these times of online snark, but it is guaranteed to make you happier.

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.

"A dying culture invariably exhibits personal rudeness," wrote Robert Heinlein in his 1982 futuristic novel, Friday. "A loss of politeness, of gentle manners, is more significant than is a riot." What, 40 years ago, were the science-fiction adventures of a technologically enhanced "artificial person" turned out also to be prophecy when we consider today's digital networks of anonymous humans and bots, conversations between people and humanlike artificial intelligence, and a cratering of courtesy. This loss of gentle manners at almost every level is attributable, at least in part, to our adoption of these technologies.

Virtually everyone agrees that people are becoming ruder, especially online. But do you see this tendency in yourself as well? Even if you're not a sociopathic troll who feeds on incivility and conflict, you might all the same have noticed that you're less polite than you once were, and that online environments have contributed to this. You may have observed the passing of such small niceties as addressing others by name in your messages and signing off with your own name. Quite possibly, you find yourself adopting a harsher, more sarcastic tone on social media than you ever would in real life. And why bother saying "please" and "thank you" when communicating with what is, or might be, an AI bot?

This coarsening, even toward nonhuman entities, is not harmless. Indeed, it is probably hurting your well-being. When you become less polite, the alteration in your conduct can make you less happy, more depressed, and angrier about life. You may not be able to fix the broader trends in society, but you can--and should--fix this in yourself.

Read: How please stopped being polite

Politeness can be defined in four ways. The first two are: etiquette, which governs basic manners and speech, and conduct, which involves actions such as holding open a door for someone to pass. The other two are a pair: positive politeness, which refers to doing courteous things for others, and negative politeness, which involves refraining from discourtesy. Social scientists define these forms of politeness not just as a set of behaviors but as part of personality. Specifically, one of the Big Five Personality Traits--agreeableness--is made up of compassion and politeness. One well-regarded study from the 1990s estimated that the heritability of agreeableness is about 41 percent genetic, allowing us to infer that you inherit some politeness from your parents partly through your genes, but more through how you were brought up. This also implies that you can become more polite with good influences and by cultivating positive habits.

Some aspects of courtesy are fairly universal, such as saying please and thank you, as well as listening while others speak (positive politeness) without interrupting (negative politeness). Other courteous values vary around the world: Shaking hands is good manners in London but not in Bangkok; tipping a taxi driver is a common courtesy in New York but not in Tokyo. Some demographic variation in politeness also occurs, and gender norms can play a part too. For example, experiments show that American women generally receive more politeness than men do, and show less courteous behavior to men than vice versa.

None of us wants to be treated rudely, online or in person. The finding in studies that when someone is discourteous toward you they lower your well-being is so commonsense as to make citation scarcely necessary. Even witnessing rudeness toward others can lower your happiness, as experiments have shown: When media content contains sarcasm by the author and the comment sections are uncivil, readers become unhappier--even if they agree with the snarky writer or commenters. Rudeness just brings you down.

More surprising, perhaps, is the effect that your being courteous toward others has on your own mood. Researchers in 2021 showed that being polite to others raises happiness and lowers anger. This might be counterintuitive at first, because we may at times feel a powerful urge to be snippy--so doesn't that mean that snapping at someone should make us feel better? The reverse is the case: Being impolite is more like scratching at your poison-ivy rash. Giving in to the urge makes things worse. I doubt you've ever felt great when you've known, deep down, that you've been a jerk, whereas you've almost certainly felt better when you've been your better angel. Being prosocial, even when you don't feel like it or the object of your courtesy doesn't deserve it, has been proven to raise your mood.

The effect is so powerful that you benefit from being polite even when your courtesy is extended toward nonhumans. Psychologists writing in The Journal of Positive Psychology set research participants a task to perform alongside a helping robot named Tako: Those who had a stronger urge to thank Tako for its help afterward were more likely than others to behave in a prosocial way in a subsequent task. This finding suggests that even being civil to an AI bot or other nonhuman interface matters; yelling at Siri or being curt with ChatGPT will lead you to behave worse with other people, and lower your well-being.

Read: Three rules for politeness during a confusing social transition

In short, be polite for your own sake. And be aware that if tech-mediated interactions are making you less polite, that can still hurt your happiness. Quitting the internet or returning to a world without AI is impractical, so the solution to this challenge of courtesy lies in how you consciously decide to behave. Here are three rules for your conduct that I can suggest.

1. Make courtesy a habit, even when other humans are not involved.
 My late father had impeccable manners, and I have no doubt that if he were still alive, he would start every request to AI with please and finish it with thank you. Years ago, I would have made fun of that--Dad, the bot doesn't care!--but I'm sure he wouldn't have paid any attention, because I now understand that his good manners were a demonstration of decent behavior to himself, about himself. And they would have protected him from some of the unhappiness we see all around. So today, I try to imitate him, online and in person, whomever or whatever I'm interacting with.

2. Renounce snark, whether you're witnessing it or using it yourself.
 As noted, media sarcasm can lower your well-being as its consumer. Yet mockery of others seems an integral part of modern communication, especially among people who wish to seem sophisticated. I try not to participate in this, because even if, in the moment, it can feel satisfying or make me laugh, I know the cost to my soul. I no longer read comment sections in publications, and when an author throws out an impolite barb, I stop reading altogether.

3. Respond to rudeness not with rudeness, but with courtesy.
 If your happiness correspondent got into social-media spats or angry public battles, that would be a bad look and very off-brand. So I always refrain. But I try to go further than self-restraint: If I need to react to a rude in-person remark or mean online comment, I try to see it as an opportunity to improve my well-being by responding with courtesy and dignity. This gets easier with practice, and I have never once been sorry for passing on the opportunity to retaliate with a nasty zinger. I'm only sorry when I fail to make use of the opportunity to do the right thing and feel good about it.

Arthur C. Brooks: How to get the most happiness from your social life

One last thought about Heinlein's "dying culture" claim: Is it true that our culture is dying, given all the rudeness? And if so, are we too far gone to turn it around? On many days, things do look bleak, as online nastiness seems to become the dominant style. But my personal defense mechanism also aims to act as a countercultural force: I see politeness as today's punk rock because it so transgresses the spirit of our times. And like punk rock, when you empower yourself with politeness, you feel exhilarated. It is the ultimate exercise in freedom: the freedom to be the person I want to be in the face of a cultural tyranny.

Thank you for reading this column.



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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My Brother and the Relationship That Could Have Been

Ever since he died, I wonder how we would have gotten along as adults.

by Liz Krieger




The day my brother died, the dogwoods were in bloom. I sat by my bedroom windowsill, painting my nails. Junior prom was just hours away. I was 16. My brother, Alex, was 18--just 22 months older than me.

The car accident happened on a highway in upstate New York in the early morning. My brother was driving a group of his college classmates to an ultimate-frisbee tournament. Over time, my family has settled on the theory that he fell asleep at the wheel, though for a while my parents thought it was mechanical failure. They couldn't bear the alternative. The car flipped, and the roll bar above the driver's seat broke his neck. Everyone else walked away.

This May marked 33 years after his death. Since it happened, I've been thinking in numbers: days, months, eventually years. It's a compulsion, really, this ongoing tally. My own private math. I have just turned 50, an age unimaginable to that 16-year-old girl, and I will have been without him for more than twice as long as I knew him. Here's a story problem: If I live to 80, what percentage of my life will I have spent as someone's sister? What percentage as no one's sister? I don't know why I do this. Perhaps it's an attempt to impose order on something that defies ordering.

Ten years ago, when my mother needed open-heart surgery, I sat alone in the waiting room with a book I couldn't focus on and a cup of coffee that turned cold. Every time the doors swung open, I half-expected my brother to walk through them. It's ridiculous, I know. But grief doesn't age normally.

I clutched my phone, my bag, my jacket all at once when I was summoned to the recovery room. "She's okay," the doctor said. And I thought: This is exactly the kind of moment when you need a sibling--someone to hold your jacket while you hold the phone. Someone who remembers to ask about medication interactions when your mind goes blank. A witness to your life who carries the same memories, not just from the hospital but from the beginning.

Read: I didn't know my mom was dying. Then she was gone.

As lonely as it may feel, sibling loss is not uncommon. According to one 2013 analysis, nearly 8 percent of Americans under 25 have experienced it. Racial disparity clocks in here: Black children are 20 percent more likely than white ones to have lost a sibling by age 10. The impact of such loss can be wide-ranging. In a 2017 study using data from Sweden and Denmark, researchers found that bereaved siblings face a 71 percent higher mortality risk for decades after the death. The loss is also associated with a cascade of mental-health issues, the 2013 study found, including higher levels of "depression, aggressive behavior, social withdrawal, eating disorders, and behavior problems," not to mention higher high-school-dropout rates, lower college attendance, and lower test scores. That study notes that sisters who lose siblings tend to face worse outcomes than brothers, which researchers theorize is because sisters form "stronger bonds with siblings" and generally bear "an unequal family burden," including "caring for the emotional needs of surviving parents."

Sibling relationships represent our longest shared bonds--extending from earliest childhood, beyond parents' deaths, and preceding any adult partnerships. Siblings are the ones who help us carry on our family memories after our parents pass. They remember why all of our dogs were so badly behaved or how we ended up at that vacation rental overrun with mice. They are "interstitial: lodged between your cells. They are the invisible glue that holds your interior architecture together," Elizabeth DeVita-Raeburn writes in her 2004 book, The Empty Room. "You're born into this world with a sibling, and you expect this to outlast every other relationship," Angela Dean, a psychotherapist, a thanatologist (a person who studies death and dying), and the host of the podcast The Broken Pack, told me. Losing that is "a loss of the past, the present, and the future."

Read: The longest relationships of our lives

Despite this profound absence, sibling grief remains under-recognized and often overlooked. In the late 1980s, Kenneth Doka, now a professor emeritus at the College of New Rochelle and a senior vice president for grief programs at the Hospice Foundation of America, described the experience as "disenfranchised grief," a term for losses that aren't properly acknowledged or supported. One manifestation of that is self-disenfranchisement, where a person (intentionally or unintentionally) minimizes their own grief--something I relate to keenly.

My brother and I did not live harmoniously together. He was mean to me in the way that only siblings can be: with a precision that comes from intimate knowledge. He was jealous of me; I was jealous of him. We fought over everything and nothing. At times--and I hate to admit this--I wished him dead.

When I was about 12, I read a YA novel called Nobody's Fault about a girl whose churlish older brother--whom she calls "Monse," short for Monster--dies in an accident. I read this book again and again, drawn to it in a way I couldn't articulate. A few years later, when I was living that story for real, I felt as if my obsession had somehow conjured the tragedy, as if the universe had misunderstood my thoughts as an actual request. The guilt was crushing. But with exams to take, lacrosse games to play in, and so many other teenage distractions, I kept moving forward and suppressed the grief at the door.

I've often wondered what my relationship with my brother would look like now if he had lived. I know so many siblings who clashed in their younger years but settled into meaningful adult friendships. I study them in the wild, like rare butterflies. I notice how they speak to one another in a private shorthand, how they navigate shared territory with their parents, how they never have to explain the context of a story. They complain bitterly about one another but would throw themselves in front of a train to save the other. Would we have had that? I'll never know, because my brother and I never made it to the part of the story where the childhood animosity fades and something more complicated takes its place.

In those last months, though, something was changing between us. I remember noticing it--these small moments in which we began to see each other as actual people rather than as obligatory relations. He was in his first year of college and let me visit campus for a weekend. I stayed in his dorm and he showed me around with what felt like pride, not his usual derision. It was a glimmer of what might have been.

Read: Six books that show no one can hurt you like a sibling

The hardest question in the world is the simplest: Do you have siblings? I've developed a range of responses over the years, each calibrated to the situation and my own emotional reserves. No, I'm an only child feels like a betrayal. I had a brother who died when I was 16 instantly changes the temperature of the room. My compromise is usually I grew up with a brother, which is both true and incomplete, a sentence that trails off into an ellipsis.

I spent my formative years with a sibling, but I'll end my life having lived far longer without him than with him. I wasn't born an only child, wasn't raised as one, don't have the temperament of one. Yet there's no proper other term for what I am. Surviving sibling sounds clinical. Former sister seems harsh. After-only might be the closest approximation--though it's awkward.

Psychologists know that siblings can be crucial to identity formation. We define ourselves both in relation to and opposition from them--what researchers call "sibling de-identification," or differentiation. In the journalist Susan Dominus's book, The Family Dynamic, she concludes that differentiation from our siblings is one of the key factors in our personal development and in many cases sets the course for some of the most important choices in our lives. When that reference point vanishes, surviving siblings can feel unmoored. In 2013, the writer David Sedaris, reflecting on the loss of his sister Tiffany, wrote: "A person expects his parents to die. But a sibling? I felt I'd lost the identity I'd enjoyed since 1968" (the year his youngest sibling was born).

I don't have many of my brother's things; 18-year-old boys don't leave much behind. A selfie from a few months before he died. A hunk of turquoise from a pendant he wore. A small red backpack from a summer trip across Alaska. Three items to represent 18 years of a life--that's six years per object, though the math of meaning doesn't work that way. These objects have taken on a significance beyond their actual value. They are proof that he existed, that there was a time when I wasn't the only.

On my parents' bedroom wall is a picture of my brother, next to a framed poem by David Ray, who lost his teenage son. It begins:

There will come a day
 When you would have lived your life
 All the way through,
 Mine long gone.


The poem then speaks of a peace that will eventually descend:

like a breath
 Moving those pines, moving
 Even the stone
 And then, then I can let go.


I wonder about that letting go. Not forgetting--I don't want that--but understanding. Finding a language for what I am and exactly what I've lost. Yet some equations resist solutions. I am both a sister and not a sister. I am the product of a childhood with a sibling and an adulthood without one. Maybe the peace that Ray describes isn't about resolving these contradictions, but accepting them. My life was shaped as much by my brother's absence as by his presence--and that, too, is a kind of relationship.

No matter what, I'll keep doing the math. I'll calculate that he would have been married for 15 or 20 years by now and estimate that his kids would have been teenagers. I'll estimate the ages of nephews and nieces I'll never meet. I'll imagine the conversations my brother and I might have had, the ways we might have grown together.

By the time I'm 80, he'll have been 18 years old for 64 years, frozen at an age that seems impossibly young. But in these imaginings, he stays with me--not a phone call or text message away, but present in the strange calculus of memory and absence, in the mathematics of what makes a person whole.



  When you buy a book using a link on this page, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.

*Illustration by Akshita Chandra / The Atlantic. Sources: Harold M. Lambert / Getty; Gooddenka / Getty.
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The Epstein 'Client List' Will Never Go Away

How can you prove the absence of a secret file?

by Kaitlyn Tiffany




Jeffrey Epstein's "client list" is the conspiracy theory that may never die. A secret document detailing all of the elite clients that Epstein allegedly sex-trafficked minors to--it's something of a grail for QAnon adherents, TMZ watchers, and serious news readers alike. There is no proof that such a thing exists.



Yet President Donald Trump himself suggested that it did during his campaign, and pledged to release it before a disastrous backtrack from the Department of Justice last month. Now, in a poll released Monday, nearly two-thirds of Americans said they believe that the Trump administration is hiding something, and 71 percent said they still believe that the list is real. Meanwhile, Representative Marjorie Taylor Greene has demanded that the list be released, Democrats are pushing the narrative that the Trump administration is orchestrating a cover-up, and yesterday the House subpoenaed the DOJ for additional files related to the case.



To be clear, many unanswered and valid questions remain about Epstein. Before his death, he was charged with trafficking and abusing, as it read in the indictment, "a vast network" of dozens of underage girls. Many still wonder why he was permitted to carry on with his crimes for so long, whether other people who were complicit in them have escaped justice, and how much President Trump may have known while the two were friends. Trump's name reportedly appears in files that have been redacted by the FBI, though he has repeatedly denied personal knowledge of Epstein's crimes and says their relationship ended in 2004.

David A. Graham: Donald Trump doesn't want you to read this article

The specific idea of a client list, though, has taken on a life of its own. No one can demonstrate that the list doesn't exist, so people will continue to insist that it does--that it is being kept from them. There's a certain logic to their belief, because a similar document has been seen already. In 2015, Gawker published Epstein's address book, which was full of names of celebrities and politicians. He apparently kept meticulous records and liked putting all of his famous contacts together in one place. And so the idea of a client list feels plausible to many people because they've had a mental image of it for 10 years now.



Moreover, Trump has created a "where there's smoke there's fire" effect in the past several weeks. The president has vacillated among suggesting that he has no obligation to talk about Epstein, speculating that political foes may have fabricated parts of the Epstein file, attempting to placate his supporters by ordering the release of grand-jury testimony about the case (which cannot be unsealed, a federal judge ruled), and deflecting ("you ought to be talking about Bill Clinton").



There's a useful parallel between the government's handling of the Epstein case and its investigation into the John F. Kennedy assassination. That assassination, of course, launched a million conspiracy theories: Most Americans still believe that the shooter, Lee Harvey Oswald, did not act alone. One theory holds that the CIA was somehow involved, which has led people to search for hidden evidence within the government's own records--much as we've seen with the Epstein case.



In 1967, Jim Garrison, the district attorney of New Orleans, ended up going down this road. He was re-investigating the case after receiving tips that Oswald, a New Orleans native, had worked with locals in a plot to kill the president. Long and complicated story short, Garrison would eventually subpoena CIA Director Richard Helms, demanding that he produce a photograph that purportedly showed Oswald with a CIA officer in Mexico City in 1963--cementing a link between the killer and the intelligence agency.



There was only a slim reason to think such a photo might exist. Garrison was extrapolating from an existing controversy over a photo that the CIA had provided to the Warren Commission years before. That photo showed an unknown man in Mexico City; it was labeled as a photo of Oswald but was clearly not him. Garrison's theory was that there had been a swap. "It's perfectly clear that the actual picture of Oswald and his companion was suppressed and a fake photo substituted," he said. The government had no way to prove that he was wrong--to prove that there was no such photo. Garrison took his accusations all the way to a highly publicized trial in 1969. His theory of the case fell apart in court for unrelated reasons, but his many notions linger to this day. (He is the hero of the 1991 blockbuster film JFK.)



The Kennedy assassination still features many unknowns, and information is still being released about it in drips and drabs--previewing, perhaps, the future of disclosure around the Epstein case. Last month, the CIA released assassination files that researchers had been requesting for more than 20 years. They pertained to a specific CIA officer who some think may have known or worked with Oswald in New Orleans. In the 1970s, the same CIA officer was assigned to work with the House Select Committee on Assassinations and help them in their re-investigation of Kennedy's death. He was using a different name by then, and the committee did not know it was the same person. He blatantly deceived Congress and actually thwarted their efforts to understand whatever had happened in New Orleans. The latest batch of files still didn't reveal a direct connection between this officer and Oswald, but that hasn't put the issue to bed.

Read: Conspiracy theorists are turning on the president

That the CIA maintained its secrecy around the officer for decades is what has made curiosity linger. The historian Gerald Posner was one of the public figures (along with the novelist Don DeLillo and the writer Norman Mailer) who'd signed an open letter asking for the release of these files back in 2003, a decade after he wrote a definitive book affirming the theory that Oswald acted alone. He recently told me that he's disgusted with the CIA for taking so long to provide them--not because he thinks they shed new light on the Kennedy assassination but for just the opposite reason. He thinks they really don't, but that hiding them encourages people to speculate ever more darkly. The CIA drags its feet, and when the documents are finally released, they usually have "nothing to do with the assassination," Posner said. "But it's often too late to explain that."



This dynamic--in which defensiveness and reflexive secrecy lead to prolonged struggles over information that may or may not be important--has been a recurring problem throughout modern U.S. history. In her 2008 book, Real Enemies: Conspiracy Theories and American Democracy, World War 1 to 9/11, the historian Kathryn Olmsted argues that selective opacity is one of the key reasons that Americans distrust their government. The passage of the Freedom of Information Act in 1966 democratized access to information, she argues, yet also left citizens baffled and frustrated when documents were refused to them or granted only with heavy redactions. The government's "ambivalence" about providing information "sometimes had the effect of frightening citizens rather than reassuring them," Olmsted writes.



There are good reasons that not all of the Epstein files can be released--chief among them, the privacy of victims--but Americans are not wrong to think the government is being less transparent than it could be. The administration could release more than it has, which Congress is currently pressuring it to do. Within that context, why would people believe Trump or the FBI when they say that a client list doesn't exist? I posed this question to Mark Fenster, a professor at the University of Florida's law school who often writes about government transparency and conspiracy theories. Can you ever convince people that there is no list? "No, you can't," he said. "You can't convince people that all of the pertinent JFK-assassination documents have been released. You can't convince people who believe otherwise that all the truth is out on Jeffrey Epstein." (Especially because it currently isn't.) "That's just a flat no," he went on. "Rarely do I say flat nos, but that's just a flat no."



Like the Epstein case, Kennedy-assassination skepticism demonstrates two opposing impulses. The first, to speculate wildly. The second, to doggedly pursue more and better information, sometimes so stubbornly that it approaches irrationality in itself. These past few weeks have also brought to mind the Kennedy researcher Harold Weisberg, whose early books were a countercultural phenomenon and who was known for his diligent, insistent filling of FOIA requests. He wanted a specific report that he thought must exist about the spectrographic testing used on the Dallas crime-scene bullets; he was told that the FBI had looked for such a report and couldn't find anything. He appealed four times before the D.C. Circuit ruled in 1983 that he had to stop. The decision stated that if an agency could prove it had conducted a thorough search for the requested material, it did not also have to prove the negative--that the material never existed or had previously been destroyed. Yet, of course, the court couldn't compel him to stop wondering.



Nobody can make Americans stop wondering about a "client list" either. It can't stay on the front page indefinitely, but people won't forget about it. Epstein will become part of the American cultural backdrop, like Hunter Biden's computer, 9/11 trutherism, Kennedy, chemtrails, Roswell, and QAnon. At certain times, such conspiratorial thinking and refusal to accept the evidence will become dangerous--people will spin up fantasies that result in acts of defamation or threats of violence. At other times, it will just be part of the daily chatter.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/archive/2025/08/epstein-client-list-conspiracy-theory/683784/?utm_source=feed
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The 48-Hour Fentanyl Clock

San Francisco is changing how it responds to homelessness and addiction on its streets--but people who need help right now don't have the luxury of waiting.

by Ethan Brooks




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

At the onset of the AIDS crisis in the early 1980s, U.S. cities began trying new ways to stop the spread of infection among drug users. Ideas that were first seen as radical, such as needle exchanges, quickly caught on--because they worked. San Francisco is one the first places where such programs took root. Now it's one of the places questioning whether they should still exist.

This is the second episode in a three-part series from Radio Atlantic, No Easy Fix, about why, even in one of the world's most inventive cities, a visible and pervasive problem is still so hard to overcome.

The following is a transcript of the episode:

Hanna Rosin: This is Radio Atlantic. I'm Hanna Rosin. Today, we have the second episode of No Easy Fix, our three-part series about why San Francisco, one of the world's most innovative cities, can't seem to solve the very visible problems of homelessness and addiction.

Joe Wynne: If there was any series of tasks I could go through to get my best friend back, I would go through hell.


Rosin: Last week, we met Evan, who finally made the decision to try and get off the streets.

Evan: Yeah, I'm falling apart, and I'm, in a way, I'm kind of glad. (Laughs.) 'Cause I'm--it's kind of making me turn to stop.


Rosin: If you missed Episode 1, I highly encourage you to go back and listen.

This week, Evan takes his first steps towards recovery--just as the city's mayor starts to implement a less-tolerant approach. Reporter Ethan Brooks takes it from here.

Ethan Brooks: Before Evan's life began to look how it does now, before spending all day and all night chasing fentanyl, it looked pretty normal. For a lot of people who are addicted and living on the street, this is not the case; even the idea of a stable life is kind of an abstract thing.

But Evan had a good job; he worked for his friend Joe in Northern California. He had an apartment and a family and a dream: of putting his son through college, something Evan's parents weren't able to do for him.

Evan: I've always been able to have a job and a house and everything and still have been able to use, and when it got to the point of losing all of that, I was able to make the choice to not use anymore.


Brooks: But when fentanyl took hold of him, when he lost the job and the apartment, part of him thought it was only a matter of time before the scale of that loss woke him up, forced him back on the right track. But it seemed to have the opposite effect.

Evan: Losing all of that, you would think it would be more of an incentive not to be like this, but it's like the more I lost, the more I got like this.
 Brooks: Like, if you've lost the job and family and all that stuff?
 Evan: What is there else to lose, kind of.


Brooks: This, usually, is called "rock bottom." And the thing about that phrase is that you pretty much only hear it when someone is telling a redemption story, their story of recovery, while so many people who reach this point, who made it all the way down to rock bottom, don't end up telling a story at all.

That sense of having nothing left to lose, paired with an addiction to an opioid many times stronger than heroin, is a deadly, deadly combination. But after five years with nothing to live for, Evan did not die.

[Music]

Brooks: One of the reasons Evan survived is because the city of San Francisco marshaled immense resources to keep him--and people like him--alive.

The city supplied clean pipes and foil, and clean needles for injection users. In 2022, it provided a place where people could use fentanyl under medical supervision. It gave out Narcan, and trained people to check on drug users if they seemed unresponsive, and to reverse overdoses if they were not. That's done by sliding a plastic nozzle into a stranger's nostril, which is a remarkably intimate act.

These measures prevent the spread of disease and bring people back from overdoses that would otherwise be fatal. But in the Tenderloin, and in these pockets of open drug use all around the country, they can also contribute to a sort of limbo--keeping people alive without really living.

The idea behind this approach is that what it costs the city might, one day, be worth it if Evan can survive long enough to say something like this:

Evan: I don't know where to go. And it's raining, and I'm cold, and I'm hungry (Laughs.) And I'm over it. I'm so over it.


Brooks: Those three words, "I'm over it," which Evan was clear meant I'm ready to get off the street, ready for treatment" are supposed to be the magic words. They're supposed to clear a path for Evan to walk out from this liminal existence back into the world of the living. And together with the measures that helped keep Evan alive until he was ready, form a strategy that is more humane and more effective than the alternatives.

This is supposed to save Evan's life. That's the theory, anyway.

[Music]

Brooks: From The Atlantic, this is No Easy Fix, Episode 2, "Tolerance."

The set of strategies that helped keep Evan alive these last few years live under an umbrella of public health philosophy called "harm reduction." And immediately, if you start asking around, it becomes clear that no one agrees at all on what harm reduction is.

Harm reduction is safe supplies, like clean needles, pipes, and foil, that prevent the spread of disease. It's also Narcan, the overdose-reversal drug. Medications like methadone and buprenorphine that reduce cravings and protect against overdose, that's harm reduction too. Medically supervised injection is also harm reduction. It's even been argued that certain drug dealers, the ones who provide a trustworthy and consistent product, should be called "harm reductionists."

It's a term with a lot of space for interpretation and, recently, the object of a lot of anger.

Archival (National Harm Reduction Coalition): Save our town! Save our town! Save our town!
 Archival (BBC News): --when we take the steps to be more aggressive with law enforcement and less tolerant of all the bullshit that has destroyed our city.
 Mark Farrell (from KPIX): We have gone, in San Francisco, from a point of compassion on our streets to enabling street behavior, and from my point of view--
 [Music]


Brooks: The fate of harm reduction, whatever shape it will take around the country, will dictate when and how thousands of people like Evan seek treatment--and whether or not they live long enough to seek it voluntarily.

San Francisco is one the first places in America where this idea took root. Now it's one of the places that will decide its future.

Barry Petersen (from CBS San Francisco): "It appeared a year ago in New York's gay community, then in the gay communities in San Francisco and Los Angeles. Now it's been detected in Haitian refugees; no one knows why. And in heavy drug users, especially in New York City--no one knows why. And in some people with--"


Brooks: In the early '80s, HIV was beginning to spread. Across the county, people were dying with conditions that were normally seen in the very elderly or very frail, and no one knew how to help.

In New York, about a third of HIV cases were found in IV drug users--that's people injecting heroin or cocaine. San Francisco wasn't yet seeing those types of numbers, but it seemed like only a matter of time before it caught up.

In the city, the message for people sharing needles, which was literally handed to people leaving the hospital after an overdose, was: "Stop doing drugs." This was, at best, simplistic.

Nationally, the message was somehow even simpler; it was the era of the "Just Say No" campaign.

But there was another way, a radical way.

 Bonnie Fergusson: A lot of people were counseling us that we shouldn't just go out and start a needle exchange, because it was illegal, we'd get in trouble, we'd get arrested--blah, blah, blah.


Brooks: This is Bonnie Fergusson, a health researcher living in San Francisco at the time. The idea she's referring to is the photonegative of "Just Say No"; the idea was free, clean needles.

Fergusson: They said we should focus on trying to get a law through the state legislature making it legal first. That's what they wanted us to do. But the problem is, we knew that the virus was not gonna wait until the law changed, so if something effective was gonna be done, it had to be done immediately.


Brooks: Bonnie and a few others began an underground needle exchange called Prevention Point.

Hilary McQuie:  I was invited in because I had friends who were injection-drug users that I was worried about, and also because I have a history of doing nonviolent direct action.


Brooks: Hilary McQuie was part of that original group. So was Donny Gann.

Donny Gann: The initial idea was that we're gonna do this--it's gonna end up essentially being a civil-disobedience action.


Brooks: There were two sides to their plan for an underground needle exchange. One team would distribute needles. They dressed up in ragged clothes to fit in, hid the clean needles and a bucket for the used ones in a stroller, then pushed it around the Tenderloin. That was called the "roving team."

McQuie: The roving team, we thought, would be the ones that would really be doing the needle exchange. And then the "sitting-duck team," as we called ourselves, would be the people who got arrested.


Brooks: The point was to get arrested. This was a group of volunteers that wanted to make a statement to force the city to start its own needle exchange.

Gann: We designated a time we got together, did a little circle together of, like, Okay, here we go, and--
 Brooks: (Laughs.) What do you mean, "a little circle"? Like a huddle?
 Gann: Sort of hugged (Laughs.) circled up, and, you know, looked at each other, and--I mean, it was, you know, Ethan, it was--I mean, we didn't know what was going to happen.


Brooks: The first night, November 2, 1988, they exchanged only a few needles, and only a few more when they went out again a week later. But slowly, word about this underground needle exchange started to spread, and people started lining up.

Gann: I always remember it as the third week. We were there at that stationary site and, up at the next corner, appeared two middle-aged, well-developed white men in leather jackets, and they sort of strode down the street towards us. And as they approached, they had their leather jackets unzipped enough that we could read their Police Athletic League T-shirts, which they were both wearing.
 Brooks: Oh yeah?
 Gann: They came up, and they said, "Good evening, citizens," and we said, "Good evening," and they passed by. So then, we were like, "Well, now they know."


Brooks: Donny, Hilary, and the rest of the sitting-duck team waited to get arrested. But as the weeks passed and the lines at the exchange got longer, it didn't happen. There were no consequences for handing out free needles on the street to drug addicts.

On their first night, in November 1988, they exchanged only a few needles. In the spring of 1992, Prevention Point exchanged 343,883 syringes. A study of Prevention Point estimated that in the month of October of 1992, 3,600 syringes contaminated with HIV were removed from the environment by the syringe-exchange program--3,600 contaminated needles in one month.

[Music]

Brooks: What is so extraordinary about Prevention Point and this earliest phase of harm reduction is how undeniably superior it was to "Just Say No," not just at saving the lives of drug users, but at preventing the broader spread of HIV and improving the health of the city. It was a program that was, at once, more tolerant and more effective than the status quo.

Over the next three decades, what was, at first, a radical approach worked its way from the fringes to the center. President Biden made harm reduction a central pillar of the federal response to the opioid crisis. It became national policy to supply Evan and people like him with free, clean supplies. Thousands of opioid overdoses are reversed by Narcan every year. Harm reduction expanded far beyond syringe exchange.

[Music]

Brooks: In the spring of 2020, just a few weeks into the citywide lockdown, billboards started appearing around San Francisco. One showed a group of young, fashionable people smiling and laughing, looking towards the camera.

Keith Humphreys: If you didn't see the text and you just looked at them, you would think, These are probably beer ads.


Brooks: This is Keith Humphreys. He's a professor and addiction researcher at Stanford.

Humphreys: Because you have attractive young people, they're laughing, they're nicely dressed, they're in a cool apartment, so you think, This must be "Miller Time" or something like that.


Brooks: But the text next to the image says, "Do it with friends. Use with people and take turns. Try not to use alone."

Humphreys: And then to realize, Oh, this is not (Laughs.) about beer; it's about fentanyl--holy cow, that's unexpected.


Brooks: The ads were part of a multistate campaign from the Harm Reduction Coalition. This group was founded in San Francisco in the early '90s, a product of that first needle exchange.

For Keith, the billboards clarified something.

In the early '80s, HIV was a death sentence, and heroin was the opioid in circulation. By the time that billboard went up in San Francisco, the fundamental equation that had worked so effectively during the AIDS crisis--"make injection-drug use safe to help prevent the spread of HIV"--had undergone a kind of inversion.

Humphreys: Heroin use is dangerous, but the odds are, if you use heroin for a year, there's maybe a one-in-a-hundred or a one-in-200 chance that you'll die. Today, thank goodness, we can treat HIV and AIDS, but fentanyl has a death rate annually perhaps as high as one in 20. Now the math has to be different because HIV is a more manageable condition by far, and opioid addiction is a much less manageable condition by far.


Brooks: So it followed, for Keith, that what was needed was a new equation for harm reduction.

Humphreys: Instead, it evolved much more to a drug-user's-rights point of view, that drug use is a right that should not be infringed, nor should it be looked down upon or stigmatized. The point is that--supporting that person's individual choice to do this, their freedom.
 It was just an odd politics that I hadn't seen before, because in some ways, people were very prominently identifying with the left for things like anti-racism and anti-policing, but on the other hand, they were evoking a lot of libertarian arguments that are often more common on the right, like around gun rights or the right to refuse to take a vaccine because of the--bodily autonomy should be unlimited.
 Brooks: Hmm.
 Humphreys: Whether you think it's right or wrong, that's not a public-health argument.


Brooks: Safe supplies didn't cause San Francisco's crisis, but they are by far the most visible of the city-funded harm-reduction services. For a lot of San Franciscans, what they represented was a different kind of tolerance: acceptance of this visible suffering, of decline, and of an uncertain future.

[Music]

(Phone rings.)


Daniel Lurie: Ethan, it's Daniel Lurie.


Brooks: Daniel Lurie is the mayor of San Francisco. He's been in office now for about seven months. Before that, he ran a nonprofit called Tipping Point Community, which has invested millions of dollars in housing and educational projects.

The job in front of Lurie is to pull the city out of the tailspin that started in 2020 with COVID and population decline and the fentanyl crisis.

Lurie:  We, as a city, just got to this point where we were like, If somebody wants to keep harming themselves and, really, killing themselves, that's their right. And we forgot about the 840--850,000 other people that are raising families here, paying rent, taking their kids to school, and they don't feel safe taking their kids to a bus stop or just walking down the street, because someone is struggling with addiction or is just not well. I think we forgot that for a number of years. I think we lost our way as a city.


Brooks: So the mayor's mandate is to find a new way when it comes to unsheltered homelessness and addiction and behavioral health, to redraw the lines around what the city will tolerate and what it will not.

Lurie:    Having someone out that is lost and hurting and in pain and us saying, "Oh, we're gonna keep you out there; we're not gonna help you and, actually, we're gonna allow you to do that," that's not okay. And these are not San Francisco values, to let somebody struggle and use and die on our streets; there's nothing compassionate about that. And so we have to change our approach.


Brooks: In these first seven months, the city ended the practice of handing out fentanyl-safe smoking supplies without connection to counseling. The mayor has made plans to increase the number of police officers and sheriff's deputies. He also designated San Francisco as "recovery first," meaning its first priority is no longer just survival, but to push people off the street and into recovery.

Harm reduction is not being thrown out; clean needles, Narcan, these services aren't going anywhere. But now the idea is to do both.

Lurie:  I believe in harm reduction. You have to keep people alive to get them into treatment. There's always a sense in our city, and maybe this is in other cities too, that--the competing: that treatment has to fight against harm reduction. I don't see it that way. We have to do both.


[Music]

Brooks: Back in the early days of the needle exchange in San Francisco, the rights and autonomy of drug users were aligned with the interests of public health. The two could coexist, even thrive, under the umbrella of harm reduction. It's the reason those cops didn't arrest Donny Gann on the spot.

But the potency of fentanyl requires that cities do more than reduce individual harm. At the very least, they must clear the path to treatment for people like Evan, people who need it.

After the break, Evan tries to escape his addiction and life on the street.

[Break]

Brooks: When someone like Evan says they wanna get off fentanyl and get off the street, when they demonstrate that they're serious about that desire, there is a vast machinery that's supposed to jump into gear.

In San Francisco, there are more shelter beds and more permanent housing for the homeless per capita than a lot of major cities around the country. It's near the top spenders on both homelessness and addiction per capita.

The treatment machine is designed to be fast because when someone like Evan wants change, that window is often vanishingly small. If the city gets it right, Evan can squeeze through and find himself, before long, living a normal life.

Recently, the mayor's office has been focusing on the first 48 hours off the street, how essential it is to get people on the right path within that time frame. So let's call this hour one of Evan's 48-hour treatment window. It's 7:30 a.m., Thursday, February 28, 2025--less than two months into the new mayor's administration.

(Car door opens.)


Brooks: Liz picks me up in the Mission District.  Last night, Evan and Liz made a plan to meet at the shelter where he's been staying. There are two things that need to happen before we can check him into residential rehab: First, he needs to get on methadone--that's an addiction treatment that reduces cravings. Second, they need to get medical care for his leg. They don't think rehab will accept him without treating it first.

(Street noise.)
 Liz Breuilly:  All right, where's Evan at?
 Brooks: Hour one does not start well.
 Breuilly:  I talked to him last night, and we were gonna meet here.
 Brooks: Oh.
 Breuilly: He was saying he was even gonna sleep out here so I could grab him this morning, but maybe he went inside to get food or something.


Brooks: Evan is not inside grabbing food. In hour two and hour three, we learn that he doesn't seem to be grabbing food anywhere else either.

Breuilly: Of course the phone's going straight to voicemail.
 (Car passes.)
 Breuilly: I can't believe he's not here.


Brooks: Around hour six, we try the methadone clinic. Maybe Evan made his way over there on his own. But they won't tell Liz whether he's there or not. Over and over, they say, "We can't confirm or deny that he's a client," while Liz begs them for information.

Eventually, Liz calls Joe--that's Evan's best friend from before he became homeless.

Breuilly: I couldn't find him, and I still can't find him, and now we've missed the window.
 Wynne: Oh, wait, the fentanyl junkie wasn't good at doing a date and time to make? Whoa.
 Breuilly: (Laughs.)
 Wynne: Yeah.


[Music]

Brooks: Only at about hour 12 of Evan's window does Liz learn why she hasn't found him.

Archival (KPIX news): Right now on the afternoon edition, police move in and take back a once-tranquil square, then dubbed "Zombie Park," in San Francisco, arresting dozens of people for doing and selling drugs.


Brooks: Last night, the police raided the park where Evan was.

Breuilly: They surrounded the park! They brought in agencies from all over. They had drones flying over, and then they say, Nobody leave the park. Stay in the park. You are under arrest.


Brooks: The raid was a sort of statement of intent by the new mayor. He said as much in a press conference afterwards.

Lurie (from KPIX news): And this is a message that I want everybody in the city to hear: If you are selling drugs in this city, we are coming after you.
 Brooks: Have you ever seen anything like that in San Francisco before?
 Breuilly: Never, never, never, never.


Brooks: Evan got away without being arrested.

On one hand, the raid was a successful show of force, the type of display many San Franciscans had been hoping for. But on the other, it got in the way of another one of its goals, which was to get Evan off the street.

Evan was seeking treatment at a moment, less than two months into the new city government, when the city was beginning to build a new strategy that would use less carrot and more stick. Those first hours of Evan's window went to waste.

(Chatter.)


The next day is Friday, February 28, hour 26 of Evan's 48-hour window. Liz is back at 9 a.m. this time, with a dozen doughnuts and five coffees.

Today, after all the uncertainty and searching the day before, Evan is right where we expect him.

 Brooks: 'Sup, man? How you doing?
 Evan: Good.
 Brooks: Good to see you.
 Evan: Good. Good to see you too.


Brooks: Evan is standing outside the shelter, leaning on someone's wheelchair for support. Liz hands out coffee and doughnuts to people on the street while Evan video-calls Joe.

Evan: Oh my goodness.
 Wynne: Ah, ah, ah, how are you, lover boy?
 Evan: I'm pretty good.
 Wynne: You're looking extra humbled right now.


Brooks: Evan walks Joe through his efforts to get into treatment on his own, before he linked up with Liz.

He says that over the last few weeks, he tried to get into rehab, but was not admitted because of his leg was in such bad shape. He says he got arrested for shoplifting too--and released quickly also because of his leg.

Evan's leg is in really bad shape. If he doesn't get medical care for it soon, he risks losing it. It's both the key motivator for Evan to seek treatment and the key obstacle. So far, it's felt like the world has been telling him, We won't treat you, because you're sick.

Wynne:  Be good, and, yeah, I hope you get it straightened out some, dawg. We'd love to have you up here for a while still and then get you all straightened up, and we'll send you home to your boy.


Brooks: When people talk about fentanyl and the threat that it presents, what they focus on, more than anything else, is just how potent it is compared to its predecessors. You'll hear that it's 25 times, 50 times more potent than heroin. Then you hear about overdoses--an epidemic of overdoses, people who overdose two or three times a day.

But this singular focus on potency means that we overlook something else, which is time and the way that fentanyl distorts it.

On one hand, fentanyl demands a rigid schedule. While a heroin user might get away with a few days without a fix, fentanyl users only have hours before the withdrawal symptoms kick in. To avoid debilitating sickness, Evan uses about four times a day and tries to set aside enough for when he wakes up in the morning.

On the other hand, a fentanyl user's experience of time is hazy at best. Almost nobody has a phone or a working watch; these are items that will be stolen immediately in the Tenderloin. Your experience of the passage of time becomes highly inaccurate. And the longer you stay out on the street, the more disconnected from time you become.

Evan, for example, didn't know about Trump's reelection until about two weeks after it happened. When his friend Joe mentioned using AI for something, Evan figured Joe was just joking because as far as he knew, AI isn't real.

This is why, when someone like Evan is motivated, pace is key. Now that Liz had collected Evan, the clock was ticking.

Breuilly: Here, there's parking right here. All right, well, he's gotta go in there. As, we do.


Brooks: The first methadone clinic that Evan and Liz try--the same one that, the day before, wouldn't tell Liz whether Evan was there or not--won't take Evan. Apparently, there's a staffing shortage. They give Evan a flyer with information about other methadone clinics in the city, but it's in Spanish.

The second methadone clinic says they won't take Evan either. They're not taking any new patients today, and even if they were, Evan would need an ID, which of course Evan doesn't have, because Evan doesn't have anything. But Liz has Evan's ID, a picture of it that she's had for years. She convinces the clinic to make an exception. They take Evan to a back room and start him on methadone.

The next step is treatment for Evan's leg, without which Evan won't be admitted to rehab. There's a medical clinic just down the street. It's not a hospital; it's a low-barrier urgent-care facility geared specifically towards people experiencing homelessness. It's a place where injuries like Evan's are a very common sight.

Liz and Evan go inside, while I sit in the car, and then, after only a few minutes, they're back.

Brooks: They're gonna have you do it yourself?
 Evan: They couldn't see me today--surprise.
 Brooks: Why?
 Evan: 'Cause the wound is too complicated to address at the moment after showing it to them, and they were--


Brooks: The medical clinic says they won't treat Evan today. These services that would need to work quickly are instead failing slowly.

[Music]

Brooks: It's now about hour 36 of those first 48 crucial hours, and the sun is going down. On Evan's escape checklist is methadone, which is done, and medical treatment, which has been deferred. Liz will now do Evan's wound care herself.

[GPS gives directions: "Make a U-turn on Civic Center parking garage. Then turn left on McAllister Street."]

Brooks: Without a proper examination room, Liz and Evan need to find somewhere private. After some debate, they settle on the plaza in front of city hall, in front of the huge, domed building where the mayor and the board of supervisors spend their days. They choose it because the plaza is dark, and Evan is ashamed. Evan steps away to smoke fentanyl before Liz goes to work treating his leg. Fentanyl, at least, is a painkiller.

We're not alone in the plaza tonight. The San Francisco Symphony is playing a concert. There's an auditorium packed with people in fancy dress just across the way, listening to Rachmaninoff's Symphony No. 2. By hour 39, Evan's checklist is complete: His leg is clean, with fresh bandages, and he has 50 milligrams of methadone in his system, which will help cut down withdrawals. But it's Friday, and the rehab that Evan and Liz settled on doesn't take new people over the weekend, so Evan will have to make it another 48 hours on his own until Monday.

The only answer to the pace that fentanyl sets for people addicted to it is a treatment response at a speed that can match it. Fentanyl users will always fail to get on methadone if intake moves slower than the time it takes to go into withdrawal. They will fail to go to rehab if it takes too long to complete the steps required to get in. And cities will fail to effectively reduce harm if it takes decades to recognize that the tactics that worked for heroin users during the AIDS crisis won't work in the same way for fentanyl users during an overdose crisis.

[Music]

Brooks: In July, Daniel Lurie signed his first budget as mayor. The budget increased money for shelter beds and treatment beds for people dealing with addiction, and reduced spending on permanent supportive housing and harm-reduction programs.

Evan: Hey, Liz!
 Breuilly: Hi, buddy. It's Saturday. What's happening?
 Evan: (Laughs.) You sound sleepy. (Laughs.)


Brooks: The next day, I'm sitting with Evan while he talks to Liz on the phone. It's hour 56 of Evan's 48-hour window.

Breuilly: Yeah, you guys wore me out a little bit. I'm, you know, I know I look amazing, but I'm not 20.
 Evan: (Laughs.)


Brooks: Liz has been thinking about what she saw last night when she changed Evan's dressing, and you can hear that she's worried. Evan is worried, too.

Breuilly: Your leg is not gonna look drastically better anytime soon.
 Evan: (Laughs.) Right.
 Breuilly: Right? So you have what we call now a "chronic leg wound."
 Evan: Right, right. Like John--


Brooks: From last night to today, Liz decided she wants to throw out the original plan. Quit the treatment infrastructure; enter the emergency-medical system. Now she wants Evan to go to the hospital, to San Francisco General, as soon as they get off the phone.

Breuilly: Okay, so go back to SF General--take a breath. I'm proud of you. This is a lot, okay? I'm sorry, buddy. I'm sorry. Now, go back to the General. Tell them, when you check in, just the truth: that you've had increased swelling, increased pain, and the wound is a lot worse; that you are trying to get into treatment and that they will not take you, currently, with no wound-care plan for your leg; and that you're very--


Brooks: Liz and Evan wrap up their call. Evan and I stand at 16th and Mission as the day turns into night, and we keep standing, keep talking.

I'm flying out soon, so I set up an email account for Evan so he can stay in touch from the hospital and write down my phone number on pieces of paper so he can call me when he arrives at the hospital. Evan pulls out deodorant and Q-tips--from where, I don't know--cleans himself up to get ready. He says he'll call me when he arrives.

[Music]

Brooks: That call never comes. We have missed the crucial window, and now, in urgent need of medical care, Evan is gone.

[Music]

Next week: San Francisco takes its first steps toward expanding a system that would force people like Evan off the street and into care. And Joe and Liz search for their missing friend.

[Music]

No Easy Fix is produced and reported by me, Ethan Brooks, edited by Jocelyn Frank and Hanna Rosin. Engineering by Rob Smierciak, fact-checking by Sam Fentress. Claudine Ebeid is the executive producer of Atlantic audio, and Andrea Valdez is our managing editor. See you next week.
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How Democrats Tied Their Own Hands on Redistricting

Their threat to match Republican gerrymandering could be difficult to fulfill.

by Russell Berman




As New York Governor Kathy Hochul denounced the GOP's aggressive attempt to gerrymander Democrats into political oblivion this week, she lamented her party's built-in disadvantage. "I'm tired of fighting this fight with my hand tied behind my back," she told reporters.

As political metaphors go, it's not a bad one. Hochul omitted a key detail, however: Democrats provided the rope themselves. For more than a decade, they've tried to be the party of good government on redistricting. But Democrats' support for letting independent commissions draw legislative maps has cost them seats in key blue states, and their push to ban gerrymandering nationwide flopped in the courts and in Congress.

Now that Republicans, at the behest of President Donald Trump, are moving quickly to redraw district lines in Texas and elsewhere in a bid to lock in their tenuous House majority, Democrats want to match them seat for seat in the states that they control. But the knots they've tied are hard to undo.

To boost the GOP's chances of winning an additional five House seats in Texas next year, all Governor Greg Abbott had to do was call the state's deeply conservative legislature back to Austin for an emergency session to enact new congressional maps. The proposed changes carve up Democratic seats in Texas's blue urban centers of Dallas, Houston, and Austin, as well as two seats along the U.S.-Mexico border, where Republicans are betting they can retain support among Latino voters who have moved right during the Trump era. Democratic lawmakers are trying to block the move by leaving the state and denying Republicans a required quorum in the legislature.

Read: Republicans want to redraw America's political map

By comparison, Democrats face a much longer and more arduous process to do the same in California and New York. Voters in both states would have to approve constitutional amendments to repeal or circumvent the nonpartisan redistricting commissions that Democrats helped enact. In California, Democrats hope to pass legislation this month that would put the question to voters this November. If the amendment is approved, the legislature could implement the new districts for the 2026 election. In New York, the legislature must pass the change in two separate sessions, meaning that a newly gerrymandered congressional map could not take effect until 2028 at the earliest.

By then, some Democrats fear it may be too late. Republicans want to gain seats through mid-decade redistricting not only in Texas but in GOP-controlled states such as Florida, Missouri, Ohio, and Indiana. The GOP goal is to secure enough seats to withstand an electoral backlash to Trump's presidency in next year's midterms.

That imbalance has caused Democrats to reassess--and in some cases abandon altogether--their support for rules they long championed as essential to maintaining a fair playing field on which both parties could compete. "What is at stake here is nothing less than the potential for permanent one-party control of the House of Representatives, and the threat of that to our democracy absolutely dwarfs any unfortunately quaint notions about the value of independent redistricting," Micah Lasher, a New York State assembly member who represents Manhattan's Upper West Side, told me. It's a reversal for Lasher, a former Hochul aide who won office last year while endorsing independent redistricting.

Lasher is the author of legislation that would allow New York to redraw its congressional maps in the middle of a decade if another state does so first. Lawmakers there could consider the bill when they return to Albany in January. The proposal is limited in scope: It does not throw out the state's decennial post-Census redistricting process but merely creates an exception allowing New York to respond to other states' moves. This is partly due to worries that voters might reject a more aggressive plan; in 2021, New York Democrats and election reformers failed to win approval of a series of statewide referenda aimed at expanding access to voting. (Republicans don't face the same concerns, because voters in red states won't have a direct say in the maps they draw.)

Read: The decision that could doom Democrats for a decade

Proposals like Lasher's have won the support of Democrats who previously led the fight to ban gerrymandering. On Monday, the Democratic Legislative Campaign Committee became the first party organization to formally call for Democrats to redraw congressional maps in states where they have the power to do so. "We're looking at a country where everything has changed, quite frankly, and the things that you thought could not happen happen," Andrea Stewart-Cousins, the majority leader of the New York State Senate and the chair of DLCC's board, told me.

Even as they pursued a national ban on gerrymandering, Democrats never forswore the practice entirely. Indeed, their ability to respond to Republicans now is constrained in part by the fact that district lines in blue states such as Illinois and Maryland are already skewed heavily in their favor. (Democrats control the legislatures and governorships of far fewer states than do Republicans, which further limits their power to match the GOP in gerrymandering.)

Yet Republicans' recent moves, aided by a Supreme Court ruling that sidelined federal courts from striking down purely partisan (as opposed to racial) gerrymanders, represent an escalation that has stunned Democrats. I asked Stewart-Cousins whether the party's push to take politics out of redistricting, which has succeeded in protecting one out of five congressional seats from the threat of gerrymandering, was misguided. "It wasn't a mistake," she insisted, casting the party's new posture more as a temporary shift than a permanent reorientation.

Lasher, however, wasn't so sure. "It is fair to say that Democrats in New York and around the country vastly underestimated the willingness of the Republican Party to cross every line, break every norm, and do so with enormous speed," he said. "We're in a period of adjustment. We better adjust really damn quickly."
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Children's Health Care Is in Danger

An already fragile system can't withstand Republicans' cuts.

by Annie Lowrey




Alison Chandra was thrilled and gutted. She was pregnant with a much-wanted second child. But her baby had a rare disease called Heterotaxy, causing heart defects and organ abnormalities. He might not survive, her doctors warned her, describing his condition as "likely incompatible with life."

Chandra is a nurse. She "grew up on the far right, and very staunchly in that pro-life, single-issue-voter camp," she told me. "That was the first time that I had to come face-to-face with what being pro-life actually meant." She chose not to terminate the pregnancy. Because she and her husband had no income--they had spent the past half decade volunteering on a medical ship off the coast of West Africa--the family decided to sign up for Medicaid.

"I was someone who really thought Medicaid is just for moochers and leeches," she told me. "Quote-unquote good people should never have to need Medicaid. It was really hard for me to walk into that office and hand over my paperwork." But she did. "It obviously changed the trajectory of everything because at that point we were able to pursue the best care." Medicaid covered her prenatal visits, her son's delivery, and two open-heart surgeries. Eleven years later, her son is thriving, and Chandra is working in suburban Utah as a nurse specializing in the care of children with complex health needs--kids covered, as she and her son once were, by Medicaid.

Soon she might not be able to provide that care. This summer, Congress passed the One Big Beautiful Bill Act, Donald Trump's sweeping second-term domestic legislation. The bill does not cut Medicaid, the White House insists. It slashes taxes and offsets the revenue losses by tamping down on what Republicans describe as waste, fraud, and abuse in the health-insurance program.

Annie Lowrey: A big, bad, very ugly bill

Yet the Congressional Budget Office foresees that the law will drain close to $1 trillion of Medicaid's financing in the next decade and cause 11 million Americans to lose their insurance coverage. Experts anticipate a cascade of effects. Private-insurance premiums and medical-bankruptcy rates will climb. Wait times for appointments with specialists will rise. Care deserts will expand. Hospitals and clinics will have to shut down. The most fragile sectors of our health-care system will be in danger of collapsing. And pediatric care might be first on that list.

The law does not target children's-health coverage or children's-health initiatives. But nearly half of American children are enrolled in Medicaid or the related Children's Health Insurance Program. If the One Big Beautiful Bill Act goes into effect as written, sick babies will end up paying for tax cuts for the wealthy.

The bill "strengthens" Medicaid, as Republicans put it, by stripping insurance coverage from adults. For the first time, the country is implementing a nationwide work requirement for the program. Any state with an expanded Medicaid initiative (meaning that the state offers coverage to all low-income adults, not just those with a disability or another qualifying condition) will have to verify that enrollees are working, volunteering, or attending school, and kick them off the rolls if they're not. The work requirement is not expected to spur more people to get a job; studies have found that nearly every adult on Medicaid already works if they can. But states will have to spend millions of dollars to implement it, diverting cash from delivering actual health care. And  8 million Americans are predicted to lose coverage as they struggle to keep up with the paperwork. The bill also contains a series of technical changes to Medicaid's financing, altering the taxes that states levy on medical providers and the payments they make to them.

Experts warn that dropping parents from Medicaid will mean dropping kids, even if those children continue to qualify in their own right. Parents are twice as likely to enroll their children in a public-insurance program if they are enrolled themselves, and states that cover a small share of low-income adults tend to cover a small share of low-income kids too. Already, more than 4 million American children lack health coverage. Hundreds of thousands more might join them in a year or two.

A rising uninsurance rate among children is a crisis in and of itself. Kids without insurance are less likely to have a pediatrician monitoring their well-being and development. They're more likely to be sick, less likely to get immunizations and prescription medications, less likely to be treated for severe health conditions, and more likely to be hospitalized. They are also more likely to die before reaching adulthood.

At the same time as the number of uninsured children rises, states are expected to slash spending on "optional" or "nonessential" Medicaid initiatives, such as in-home care for children with chronic health problems and disabilities. These services allow disabled kids to learn in classrooms and sick kids to sleep in their own bedroom, alongside their pets, siblings, and stuffies, rather than in pediatric-hospital wards. Providing care at home reduces emergency-room visits, and slashes the rate of hospital admissions. It is also essential for families, Chandra told me, her tone oscillating between tempered rage and measured despair. "Those are my patients," she said. "Those are the kids I love."

Medicaid already has an "institutional bias," explains s.e. smith, the communications director of Little Lobbyists, an advocacy group for children with disabilities and complex health needs. The program covers care in hospitals and clinics more comprehensively than care provided at home or in the community. When state Medicaid programs face financing crunches, they tend to slash in-home services first. The bill will lead to much greater cuts, separating kids "from loving families, depriving them of a free and appropriate public education, and denying them an opportunity to participate in society," smith told me.

Jonathan Chait: They didn't have to do this

As at-home care is reduced and demand for in-hospital treatment rises, the bill will make it harder for parents and caregivers to access institutional services too. Over the past decade and a half, health systems have gotten rid of 20 percent of pediatric beds and 30 percent of pediatric-care units. That's because hospitals make more money admitting adults than children: Kids are much more likely to be on Medicaid, and Medicaid offers lower reimbursement rates than Medicare and private-insurance plans do.

As a result, pediatric care has become concentrated in specialty children's hospitals that cannot meet the existing demand. The country has too few hospital beds for babies and teenagers, too few pediatric-health specialists to make diagnoses and provide treatment, and far too few pediatric-health providers in low-income and rural areas. What institutions exist are fragile: Nonprofit children's hospitals have profit margins of 2.7 percent, versus 6.4 percent for all hospitals.

The system is a rickety structure, the One Big Beautiful Bill Act a hurricane-force wind. With fewer kids covered by Medicaid, revenue per patient will go down, giving health systems a yet-greater incentive to focus on providing care to adults and seniors; hospitals will close, affecting not only kids with Medicaid but all children; in surviving pediatric institutions, demand will rise, given that families will have fewer options for treatment. Doctors foresee panicked parents driving their ill and injured kids for hours and hours to a children's ER or ICU--only to find it overflowing.

Health experts anticipate exactly the same dynamic playing out in rural medical care. "This is going to impact 62 million Americans," Alan Morgan, the CEO of the National Rural Health Association, told me. "If you're in a rural area, it's impacting your ability to access health care, because you're reducing the bottom line of these facilities and the ability of these facilities to stay in the community." They see the same dynamic playing out in nursing-home, rehabilitative, and long-term care as well. A law intended, putatively at least, to get adults to work might end up destroying fragile institutions for the country's most vulnerable, and weakening those providing health care to everyone.

The bill's work requirements do not come into effect until after the 2026 midterm election--a sign that, perhaps, Republicans understand just how catastrophic and unpopular the party's policies are. Aides on Capitol Hill and hospital executives believe that Congress might soften the bill or push parts of it back. But there are tax cuts to pay for, and people with disabilities and cancer available to pay for them.

"I have lived and worked in countries where people lack access to health care. I know what that looks like," Chandra told me. "It is heartbreaking to me that we are facing, potentially, some of the same challenges that I've dealt with in some of the poorest countries in the world. It should not be the case anywhere, but especially not in the richest country in the world."
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Donald Trump Doesn't Want You to Read This Article

The president keeps trying to change the subject from Jeffrey Epstein, but his tactics are only making it worse.

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.

Donald Trump doesn't want you to read this article.

Don't let it go to your head, and I won't let it go to mine; we're not special. He doesn't want anyone reading anything about Jeffrey Epstein, or his own relationship with the late sex offender. And yet his intensive efforts to change the subject to something--anything--else seem to bring only more scrutiny.

This evening, CNN reported, a group of top administration officials, including the vice president, attorney general, FBI director, and White House chief of staff, had been planning to gather to discuss whether to release the recording of an interview between Ghislaine Maxwell, a convicted sex trafficker and an Epstein associate, and Deputy Attorney General Todd Blanche. Then, this afternoon, Reuters reported the meeting had been canceled, with Vice President J. D. Vance's spokesperson denying that it had ever even been planned. Yesterday, Republicans in the House subpoenaed the Justice Department for some records related to Epstein.

As the Epstein story's lock on headlines enters its second month, the president has employed three main tactics to try to dislodge it. First, he has ordered his supporters to stop talking about Epstein. "Their new SCAM is what we will forever call the Jeffrey Epstein Hoax, and my PAST supporters have bought into this 'bullshit,' hook, line, and sinker," he wrote, part of a long and anguished Truth Social post on July 16. This has been somewhat effective in certain quarters: In the days after Trump's pleas, Fox News aired less coverage of the story.

Trying to stifle coverage this way has flaws. Much of the interest in Epstein originated in MAGA media itself, so claiming that these supporters fell for a hoax is dodgy--especially when the attorney general and the FBI director were among the foremost merchants of innuendo. And it almost goes without saying that screaming at people not to pay attention to a topic will only make them suspect there's something to see.

Some Trump-aligned outlets may be willing to take his lead, but other media organizations are not. A press that might have treated the Epstein story as either old news or somewhat prurient just a few months ago is now eager to find new information about it. Julie K. Brown, the Miami Herald reporter who doggedly pursued the story, is the most desired guest on the podcast circuit. Just yesterday, The New York Times published photos of unclear provenance showing the inside of Epstein's Manhattan townhouse.

Second, Trump has tried to change the subject, whether that's attempting to breathe new life into his claims of a "Russia hoax," threatening to federalize the District of Columbia, or taking a walk on the White House roof. Distraction has long been an effective tactic for Trump, but it's also a familiar one. Trump's efforts have produced an amusing dynamic where no matter what he does, many people treat it as an attempt to distract from Epstein, which only points back to Epstein. Trump also keeps stepping on his own ploys. When the president announced the return of the Presidential Fitness Test last week, he invited the Hall of Fame linebacker Lawrence Taylor to join him. But Taylor is a sex offender, having pleaded guilty in connection with paying a 16-year-old to have sex with him. This was not only a strange invitation on its own; it was also a reminder about Trump's former friend Jeffrey Epstein's sex trafficking of girls.

Third, the Trump administration and its GOP allies have tried to provide at least some information to the public, in the hope that it will sate appetites. Frequently, these moves have just whetted them. The Justice Department released what it said was "raw" footage from the jail where Epstein died, only for Wired to report that the tape was, in fact, spliced. (Attorney General Pam Bondi attributed the missing footage to a quirk of the security-camera system, though government sources who spoke to CBS News disputed that explanation.) Blanche's interview with Maxwell is at least ostensibly an attempt to find new information, though it lends itself to further conspiracy theories about backroom agreements. This is especially true given Maxwell's unexplained move to a minimum-security prison shortly after the interview, as well as Trump's refusal to rule out pardoning her. House Speaker Mike Johnson has called for "full transparency" about Epstein, yet he also adjourned the House rather than hold a vote on releasing files related to the case. The mystery of the reported planned meeting scheduled for tonight is more fuel for intrigue.

When Trump himself has spoken out recently, he has brought only more attention to the matter, to borrow his phrase. The president was evidently aware of Epstein's sexual proclivities--"It is even said that he likes beautiful women as much as I do, and many of them are on the younger side," he told New York magazine in 2002--but has said that he didn't know about Epstein's criminal activity. For years, reports indicated that Trump had fallen out with Epstein, a longtime friend, over a real-estate matter. Last week, however, Trump suggested that their clash came after Epstein "stole" employees from Mar-a-Lago--possibly including Virginia Giuffre, a prominent Epstein accuser who died by suicide in April. This drew understandable outrage from Giuffre's family but also raised questions about what Trump might have known about Epstein's trafficking.

And when The Wall Street Journal reported on a letter the president had allegedly written to Epstein, Trump denied writing the letter but also insisted that he'd never made drawings--which elicited plenty of examples of past doodles, weakening his excuse. His splashy defamation lawsuit and demand to promptly depose the Journal's owner, Rupert Murdoch, fanned the flames. (The paper says it stands by its reporting.)

Yesterday, I wrote about how Trump talks about Russian interference in the 2016 presidential election. In that case, Trump's heated denials fed a belief among many of his critics that he must be hiding something. But the juiciest rumors did not prove true; the worst of the scandal had already been made public. Perhaps the same is true of Epstein: We already know that Trump was friends with him, and we already know that Trump was seemingly aware of his interest in young women. If Trump isn't hiding anything, though, he's not doing a good job of convincing the public of that.

Related:

	Trump's Epstein denials are ever so slightly unconvincing.
 	A MAGA attorney hired Epstein's lawyer for his "valuable" experience.




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	 The most nihilistic conflict on Earth, by Anne Applebaum
 
 	 Trump wasted no time derailing his own AI plan.
 
 	 Hegseth's headlong pursuit of academic mediocrity
 




Today's News

	 President Donald Trump announced that he will double tariffs on Indian exports to the United States to 50 percent by late August, citing India's continued purchase of Russian oil. The move aims to pressure Russia over the war in Ukraine.
 
 	 Five soldiers were shot at Fort Stewart-Hunter Army Airfield, in Georgia. The suspect is in custody, and the shooting is under investigation.
 
 	According to sources familiar with the plan, Trump told European leaders that he intends to meet with Vladimir Putin and Volodymyr Zelensky to push for an end to the war in Ukraine, though it is unclear if the two have agreed to the meetings.
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Enough With the Mom Guilt Already

By Maytal Eyal

As I inch closer to motherhood and all of the unknowns that come with it, I sometimes feel as if my entire future is suspended in midair: How might my personality shift? What will my child be like? How will my marriage change? In the midst of that uncertainty, therapy culture tells moms, You can ensure that your kid will grow up to be happy and healthy if ... and then provides a guidebook of tips to read and details to obsess over. In a country where mothers receive so little structural support--where community has eroded, maternity leave is minimal, and child-care costs can be astronomical--the promise that parents alone can conjure all of the stability their child might need can feel like a warm hug. But really, that promise can be a trap.
 To be clear, I'm not arguing that moms shouldn't work on their own mental health, or that they shouldn't think deeply about their approach to parenting. Rather, I worry that therapy culture prompts mothers to gaze obsessively, unhealthily inward, and deflects attention from the external forces (cultural, economic, political) that are actually the source of so much anxiety.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	How many times can science funding be canceled?
 	Captain Ron's guide to fearless flying
 	The David Frum Show: Ukraine won't surrender.




Culture Break


Illustration by Raven Jiang



Read. Elaine Castillo's second novel, Moderation, captures the numerous ways that screens help people hide from themselves, Sarah Rose Etter writes.

Watch. In 2020, Sophie Gilbert recommended 20 undersung crime shows to binge-watch.

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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Enough With the Mom Guilt Already

A common cultural message says that if mothers do enough "work" on themselves, they can protect their children. But that's an illusion.

by Maytal Eyal




The other day, I came across a video of a psychotherapist in training acting out a scene of a distracted mother ignoring her child. "Hey, Mom, can you play with me?" the therapist asks, mimicking the kid. "Not now," she responds as the mom, gripping her phone. "I'm busy." The therapist warns that the "unavailable mother" can create lasting "insecure attachment," potentially relegating a child to a future of anxiety, self-doubt, and dysfunctional relationships. What struck me most was not so much the video itself--posts like these are common across social media--but rather the comments section, which was riddled with maternal guilt: "I have SUCH a hard time playing with her," a woman wrote of her daughter, "and I hate it." Another confessed, "I try so hard to play with my son but it's hard and I feel horrible."

In just a couple of months, I am going to become a mother. Reading those comments, I thought about all the moms I know: the ones barely holding it together after a long day, snapping at their toddlers and instantly regretting it; the ones stuck working late at the office, way past their kids' bedtime. I thought about myself, soon to be cradling a baby in a postpartum haze, trying to decide whether to bottle-feed or sleep train. And, as a psychologist, I thought about my work--in a field whose conventional advice has convinced generations of mothers that their smallest missteps might scar their children for life.

According to a certain brand of parenting advice, motherhood isn't just caregiving; it's also a series of psychological interventions that can make or break a child's future. "How we respond to our children on a moment-to-moment basis creates a pattern that our children may follow for a lifetime," the mindfulness expert Hunter Clarke-Fields writes in Raising Good Humans. "Want your daughter to stand up for herself when she's uncomfortable in a hookup or dating scenario?" Becky Kennedy (a.k.a. "Dr. Becky") asks in her parenting bible, Good Inside. "If, when she was a child, her parents validated her perceptions and wired her for self-trust, she'll be more inclined to say, 'No, I'm not comfortable with that.'"

I think of this type of advice as a manifestation of what I call "therapy culture"--the growing landscape of Instagram posts, self-care products, and self-improvement guides that encourage ongoing self-scrutiny and the pursuit of constant personal betterment. Many of these books and posts are written to address all parents, but, ultimately, moms tend to be their greatest consumers. And their message for moms can be incredibly seductive: Do enough "work" on yourself--regulate your nervous system, master emotional attunement, follow the rules of attachment parenting--and you can safeguard your child's psychological future.

In a part of life as high-stakes and unpredictable as motherhood, this promise of control might feel reassuring. But it is ultimately an illusion, one that is based on shaky science, and that diverts attention from the material realities that can make parenting so difficult in the first place.

When you consider the origins of modern psychotherapy as it relates to parenting, you quickly realize that the discipline was hardly built to support mothers. In 1946, Edward Strecker, a psychiatrist and former president of the American Psychiatric Association, used the term momism to describe how overbearing, emasculating mothers had supposedly rendered 2 million American men psychologically unfit for war. Soon afterward, the cold, distant schizophrenogenic mother was blamed for causing schizophrenia, and the emotionally remote refrigerator mom was blamed for causing autism. Some even attributed physical conditions such as eczema to flawed mothering. "The mother's personality," the psychoanalyst Rene Spitz claimed in 1951, "acts as a disease-provoking agent, a psychological toxin."

Today, such theories may seem like relics--debunked, disavowed, left behind by a more enlightened field. But mother-blaming never really disappeared; it just changed shape. Now psychologists don't accuse moms of causing schizophrenia or autism. Still, you might hear some talking about "trauma" and "attachment wounds." This kind of language may sound more compassionate. But a common implication remains: Moms, if you screw up early on, your kids will carry the consequences forever.

Whether or not they've gone to therapy (which, of course, many Americans haven't), Millennial and Gen Z moms grew up in a media environment animated by that core idea. Therapy-speak aimed at moms has seeped into the television shows that many people watch, the books they read, the talk shows they listen to. As a kid growing up in the '90s and early aughts, I still remember the sound of Oprah and Dr. Phil opining in the background after school about topics such as "out-of-control moms" and childhood trauma. Now these therapeutic narratives show up in podcasts, on social media, and in direct-to-consumer marketing emails.

Along the way, many of us have internalized the theory that who we are and the reasons we suffer are largely determined by how we were raised--and that our failures, relationship problems, and inability to set boundaries can be traced to our parents, especially our mothers. It should come as no surprise, then, that for many women, motherhood is suffused with anxiety and guilt.

Read: How anxiety became content

Yet the connection between how people turn out and how they are parented is not as direct--or as deterministic--as many have argued. In 1998, the psychology researcher Judith Rich Harris posited that the notion that parents are the crucial nurturers in children's lives is "not a truism" but "a cherished cultural myth." Drawing on extensive research from across the field, Harris argued in The Nurture Assumption: Why Children Turn Out the Way They Do that parental influence pales when compared with other environmental factors--such as the influence of peers--in shaping who children become.

Numerous studies since then have backed up Harris's core idea that parents don't matter as much as many people think. Genes, for example, seem to play a bigger role than the environment that children are raised in. And some research on attachment theory suggests that a child's bond with their early caregiver has only a weak correlation with their relationship patterns as adults; those patterns are informed by a whole range of experiences beyond just parenting, including friendships and major life stressors. "It is very difficult to find any reliable, empirical relation between the small variations in what parents do," the developmental psychologist Alison Gopnik wrote in The Gardener and the Carpenter, "and the resulting adult traits of their children."

None of this is to say that parenting doesn't matter. To claim so would negate the real, long-term harm that can result from abuse and neglect, as well as the profound benefits of being deeply loved in childhood. But all of those micro-moments that parents are told will psychologically define their kids? Most of them won't.

As I inch closer to motherhood and all of the unknowns that come with it, I sometimes feel as if my entire future is suspended in midair: How might my personality shift? What will my child be like? How will my marriage change? In the midst of that uncertainty, therapy culture tells moms, You can ensure that your kid will grow up to be happy and healthy if ... and then provides a guidebook of tips to read and details to obsess over. In a country where mothers receive so little structural support--where community has eroded, maternity leave is minimal, and child-care costs can be astronomical--the promise that parents alone can conjure all of the stability their child might need can feel like a warm hug. But really, that promise can be a trap.

Read: Not everyone needs to go to therapy

To be clear, I'm not arguing that moms shouldn't work on their own mental health, or that they shouldn't think deeply about their approach to parenting. Rather, I worry that therapy culture prompts mothers to gaze obsessively, unhealthily inward, and deflects attention from the external forces (cultural, economic, political) that are actually the source of so much anxiety. When mothers chase psychological perfection, the result is rarely joy or any semblance of mental health. Instead, too many women are left with the gnawing feeling that, no matter how hard they work, they are likely to fall short--an outcome that benefits neither parents nor their children.



  When you buy a book using a link on this page, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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The War Over America's Birthday Party

As plans for the festivities became Trumpier, allies of the president tried to oust Republican commissioners.

by Michael Scherer




President Donald Trump's attempted takeover of America's 250th-anniversary celebration began this past spring when his team drew up a $33 million fundraising plan for a series of events starring the president, including a military parade in Washington. America250 had been founded by Congress as a bipartisan effort, with a mission to engage "350 million Americans for the 250th." But Trump kicked off the final year of preparations with a political rally at the Iowa State Fairgrounds, attacking Democrats before a crowd that waved America250 signs. "I hate them," Trump proclaimed July 3. "I cannot stand them, because I really believe they hate our country."

Around the same time, Trump's top political appointee at America250, a former Fox News producer named Ariel Abergel, moved to gain greater influence over the bipartisan commission. He called four Republican commissioners, who had been appointed years ago by then-Speaker of the House Paul Ryan and then-Senate Majority Leader Mitch McConnell, with a blunt request: Consider resigning to make way for new appointees.

That request was reiterated by current House Speaker Mike Johnson, who applied pressure to one appointee at the request of the White House. But rather than solidify Trump's control over the organization, the calls appear to have backfired, setting off a struggle for control of the organization, according to interviews with eight people briefed on the recent turmoil in the organization, who spoke with me on the condition of anonymity because they were not authorized to speak publicly.

The four targeted commissioners ultimately refused to resign, despite two initially signaling their intent to comply. Johnson's office decided to back off, and Senate Majority Leader John Thune has indicated that he seeks no changes to the commission, according to people familiar with their thinking. Then other members of the commission, which Abergel works for, began discussing efforts to push him out of his job, arguing that his decision to ask for the resignations demonstrated his lack of judgement.

"This position should have been reserved for a much more experienced and substantive candidate," one of the commissioners told me, reflecting the views expressed by others. "The 250th is too important as a milestone for our country to jeopardize it with someone who doesn't take it seriously."

T. H. Breen: Trump's un-American parade

Abergel defended his actions and argued that he had been acting in concert with the House speaker to request that "certain inactive members of the commission" resign. "The speaker has every right to make his own appointments to the commission," he told me in a statement. "While some anonymous individuals are focused on lying to the fake news, my focus remains the same: to make America250 the most patriotic celebration in American history."

The nation's leaders have been planning since 2016 for next year's celebrations to mark the 250th anniversary of the signing of the Declaration of Independence, which are expected to involve events in each of the states, including a ball drop in Times Square on July 4, organized in partnership with the commission. The Republican tax bill that Trump signed into law this summer included an additional $150 million for the Department of Interior, which is expected to be spent by the commission in partnership with a new White House task force to celebrate the anniversary, with additional private fundraising from companies such as Coca-Cola and Stellantis. But now, even as the festivities are unfolding, the commission that was established to oversee them is in turmoil.

Since winning reelection, Trump has moved swiftly to take control of the federal government's cultural institutions, including the Kennedy Center and the National Portrait Gallery. But the United States Semiquincentennial Commission answers largely to the legislative branch, not the White House, and has a sprawling leadership structure that includes sitting senators, members of Congress, and ex officio members such as the secretary of defense and the secretary of state.

Ryan Miller: Why I played the Kennedy Center

The power to direct the operation resides with an additional 16 "private citizen" commissioners, who are appointed in equal numbers by the Republican and Democratic leaders of the House and Senate for lifetime terms until the completion of the celebrations. Under the law, the forcible removal of commissioners requires a two-thirds vote of the commission, and the president's main power is his ability to appoint a chair from among the private citizens already serving.

According to four people familiar with the conversations, the four commissioners whom Abergel asked to resign are the Washington and Lee University professor Lucas Morel, the Hillsdale College professor Wilfred M. McClay, the educator Val Crofts, and Tom Walker, the founder of American Village, a historical-replica development in Alabama. Morel and McClay declined to comment. Crofts and Walker could not be reached for comment. Two people familiar with the commission's work described all four as regular participants in America250 oversight.

For the moment, there does not appear to be public pressure from Capitol Hill for a shake-up. "Johnson is not seeking the resignation of any of the speaker's appointees," a person familiar with his thinking, who requested anonymity to discuss the sensitive situation, told me. Someone familiar with Thune's thinking gave me a similar response: "Thune supports his appointees."

People familiar with the White House planning for America250 have argued that the commission needs more commitment of time and energy from its commissioners for the final year before next summer's festivities. They told me that the attempt to encourage resignations was blocked, ultimately, by commission bylaws that limit the ability of congressional offices to push out a commissioner. And they made clear that efforts to change the commission makeup could continue.

"So far, the best work they have done is being part of this loyal cabal," one person familiar with the White House thinking on the sitting commission told me. "There has been tremendous frustration with the lack of programmatic purpose, planning, and production."

Others involved in the commission say that such arguments are merely a pretext for political control. Some of the people familiar with the discussion suspect that the White House wants to replace the four Republican commissioners--who are largely apolitical historical boosters and academics--with people more directly loyal to Trump, including one whom the president could then elevate to replace the commission's chairwoman, Rosie Rios, a former U.S. treasurer during the Obama administration. Republican appointees have been targeted, they argue, because Democratic leaders have no say in who would replace them. (Just this week, Senate Minority Leader Chuck Schumer filled two Democratic vacancies on the commission, appointing Jack Schlossberg, the grandson of former President John F. Kennedy, and Paul R. Tetreault, the director of Ford's Theatre, according to a person briefed on the appointments.) White House allies contest this argument, saying Trump could elevate an existing Republican commissioner at any time to replace Rios.

Rios allowed the White House to appoint Abergel as the executive director this year, according to people familiar with the conversations. The commission's executive committee, a group led by Rios, then approved the use of the America250 brand and nonprofit for this summer's military parade and Trump rallies, allowing Trump's fundraisers to bring in money to fund the events and green-lighting their production by his former campaign team.

But since then, a group of Democratic lawmakers on the commission has questioned the arrangement. Rios has signaled that all future programming decisions will be made with the consultation of the full commission. In an email update sent to the commission on Saturday, which I obtained, Rios recounted a recent planning meeting with White House officials, including Vince Haley, the director of the Domestic Policy Council, and Brittany Baldwin from TaskForce250, a separate body Trump set up to commemorate the semiquincentennial in concert with the commission.

"I am pleased to report that we are in agreement about the Commission's vision and how to support and amplify other proposed activities," Rios wrote in the email. "As I explained at our last Commission meeting, moving forward, my commitment to this Commission is that any proposed changes to our Playbook will come back to the full Commission for approval."

The White House spokesperson Anna Kelly praised the commission when asked for comment for this story. "The White House is extremely pleased with the America250 Commission, which is doing a great job leading this historic, unifying celebration of our country's 250th anniversary," she told me in a statement.

The power struggle between Abergel and some members of the commission has been building for reasons beyond the Trump events. Abergel has suggested that "America's Field Trip," a contest in which students create art celebrating the country, be moved to a Cabinet agency. Commissioners pushed back against that change. A redesign of the website that Abergel directed added photos of Trump along with corporate logos of the companies funding Trump's parade, and removed any mention of the Ambassador Circle, which named people including the musician Lance Bass, the historian Doris Kearns Goodwin, and former San Francisco Mayor Willie Brown as representatives of the effort. Some people on the commission were alarmed by a recent Facebook post announcing an America250 partnership with Moms for Liberty, a conservative group that wants to ban certain books from school curricula and opposes the teaching of liberal ideas of race and gender.

"The branding and marketing had turned strongly around President Trump and strongly partisan looking," another person familiar with the commission's discussions told me. "The commissioners are united in what is best for America and a great celebration."

Four Democrats on the commission, New Hampshire Senator Jeanne Shaheen, California Senator Alex Padilla, Pennsylvania Representative Dwight Evans, and New Jersey Representative Bonnie Watson Coleman, wrote to Rios and Abergel on July 21, asking about the Trump events and requesting assurances that the commission's programming will be implemented. "The Chair intends that the Commission and Foundation personnel will execute and implement all approved programming," Rios and Abergel responded yesterday in a letter, which I obtained.

Eliot A. Cohen: A parade of ignorance

They told the lawmakers in the letter that the commission had paid for logistics and operations support for the early-summer events headlined by Trump. But congressionally appropriated funds were not used through America250 to directly fund the military parade commemorating the Army's 250th anniversary, the Fort Bragg speech, or the July 3 Iowa kickoff rally for the semiquincentennial.

To pay for the efforts, Trump's political fundraiser, Meredith O'Rouke, began raising money for America250 Inc., a foundation created at the behest of the commission. Donors were offered a "dedicated VIP experience" at the events, according to fundraising documents. America250 subsequently announced donations from a list of companies with executives close to Trump who stand to benefit from his presidency, including Oracle, Lockheed Martin, Ultimate Fighting Championship, Coinbase, Palantir, and Amazon.

A person briefed on the spending said that America250 ultimately budgeted $33 million for the parade, the Fort Bragg rally, the Iowa rally, a West Point speech, and other events. Of that, $20 million was budgeted for the parade. Army officials have separately said the parade cost the military $30 million to stage, including $3 million to prepare street surfaces for heavy vehicles.

Trump previously announced that he plans to stage an Ultimate Fighting Championship bout at the White House in honor of the nation's 250th birthday. People familiar with the planning say that the fight is likely to be organized through the White House task force, not the Semiquincentennial Commission.
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What Kids Told Us About How to Get Them Off Their Phones

Children who were raised on screens need more freedom out in the real world.

by Lenore Skenazy, Zach Rausch, Jonathan Haidt




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

One common explanation for why children spend so much of their free time on screens goes like this: Smartphones and social-media platforms are addicting them. Kids stare at their devices and socialize online instead of in person because that's what tech has trained them to want.

But this misses a key part of the story. The three of us collaborated with the Harris Poll to survey a group of Americans whose perspectives don't often show up in national data: children. What they told us offers a comprehensive picture of how American childhood is changing--and, more important, how to make it better.

In March, the Harris Poll surveyed more than 500 children ages 8 to 12 across the United States, who were assured that their answers would remain private. They offered unmistakable evidence that the phone-based childhood is in full force. A majority reported having smartphones, and about half of the 10-to-12-year-olds said that most or all of their friends use social media.

This digital technology has given kids access to virtual worlds, where they're allowed to roam far more freely than in the real one. About 75 percent of kids ages 9 to 12 regularly play the online game Roblox, where they can interact with friends and even strangers. But most of the children in our survey said that they aren't allowed to be out in public at all without an adult. Fewer than half of the 8- and 9-year-olds have gone down a grocery-store aisle alone; more than a quarter aren't allowed to play unsupervised even in their own front yard.

Jonathan Haidt: End the phone-based childhood now

Yet these are exactly the kinds of freedoms that kids told us they long for. We asked them to pick their favorite way to spend time with friends: unstructured play, such as shooting hoops and exploring their neighborhood; participating in activities organized by adults, such as playing Little League and doing ballet; or socializing online. There was a clear winner.




Children want to meet up in person, no screens or supervision. But because so many parents restrict their ability to socialize in the real world on their own, kids resort to the one thing that allows them to hang out with no adults hovering: their phones.

Since the 1980s, parents have grown more and more afraid that unsupervised time will expose their kids to physical or emotional harm. In another recent Harris Poll, we asked parents what they thought would happen if two 10-year-olds played in a local park without adults around. Sixty percent thought the children would likely get injured. Half thought they would likely get abducted.

These intuitions don't even begin to resemble reality. According to Warwick Cairns, the author of How to Live Dangerously, kidnapping in the United States is so rare that a child would have to be outside unsupervised for, on average, 750,000 years before being snatched by a stranger. Parents know their neighborhoods best, of course, and should assess them carefully. But the tendency to overestimate risk comes with its own danger. Without real-world freedom, children don't get the chance to develop competence, confidence, and the ability to solve everyday problems. Indeed, independence and unsupervised play are associated with positive mental-health outcomes.

Still, parents spend more time supervising their kids than parents did in the 1960s, even though they now work more and have fewer children. Across all income levels, families have come to believe that organized activities are the key to kids' safety and success. So sandlot games gave way to travel baseball. Cartwheels at the park gave way to competitive cheer teams. Kids have been strapped into the back seat of their lives--dropped off, picked up, and overhelped. As their independence has dwindled, their anxiety and depression have spiked. And they aren't the only ones suffering. In 2023, the surgeon general cited intensive caregiving as one reason today's parents are more stressed than ever.

From the February 2025 Issue: The anti-social century

Kids will always have more spare hours than adults can supervise--a gap that devices now fill. "Go outside" has been quietly replaced with "Go online." The internet is one of the only escape hatches from childhoods grown anxious, small, and sad. We certainly don't blame parents for this. The social norms, communities, infrastructure, and institutions that once facilitated free play have eroded. Telling children to go outside doesn't work so well when no one else's kids are there.

That's why we're so glad that groups around the country are experimenting with ways to rebuild American childhood, rooting it in freedom, responsibility, and friendship. In Piedmont, California, a network of parents started dropping their kids off at the park every Friday to play unsupervised. Sometimes the kids argue or get bored--which is good. Learning to handle boredom and conflict is an essential part of child development. Elsewhere, churches, libraries, and schools are creating screen-free "play clubs." To ease the transition away from screens and supervision, the Outside Play Lab at the University of British Columbia developed a free online tool that helps parents figure out how to give their kids more outdoor time, and why they should.

More than a thousand schools nationwide have begun using a free program from Let Grow, a nonprofit that two of us--Lenore and Jon--helped found to foster children's independence. K-12 students in the program get a monthly homework assignment: Do something new on your own, with your parents' permission but without their help. Kids use the prompt to run errands, climb trees, cook meals. Some finally learn how to tie their own shoes. Here's what one fourth grader with intellectual disabilities wrote--in her own words and spelling:

This is my fist let it gow project. I went shoping by myself. I handle it wheel but the ceckout was a lit hard but it was fun to do. I leand that I am brave and can go shop by myself. I loved my porject.


Other hopeful signs are emerging. The New Jersey-based Balance Project is helping 50 communities reduce screen time and restore free play for kids, employing the "four new norms" that Jon lays out in The Anxious Generation. This summer, Newburyport, Massachusetts, is handing out prizes each week to kids who try something new on their own. (Let Grow has a tool kit for other communities that want to do the same.) The Boy Scouts--now rebranded as Scouting America, and open to all young people--is finally growing again. We could go on.

What we see in the data and from the stories parents send us is both simple and poignant: Kids being raised on screens long for real freedom. It's like they're homesick for a world they've never known.

Granting them more freedom may feel uncomfortable at first. But if parents want their kids to put down their phones, they need to open the front door. Nearly three-quarters of the children in our survey agreed with the statement "I would spend less time online if there were more friends in my neighborhood to play with in person."

Stephanie H. Murray: What adults lost when kids stopped playing in the street

If nothing changes, Silicon Valley will keep supplying kids with ever more sophisticated AI "friends" that are always available and will cater to a child's every whim. But AI will never fulfill children's deepest desires. Even this generation of digital natives still longs for what most of their parents had: time with friends, in person, without adults.

Today's kids want to spend their childhood in the real world. Let's give it back to them.
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Hegseth's Headlong Pursuit of Academic Mediocrity

His military-education reforms seem designed to ensure fighting men can't think and thinking men can't fight.

by Eliot A. Cohen




The Trump administration is right about many of the failures of elite universities, particularly when compared with character-oriented institutions such as the United States Army. Consider the case of Secretary of Defense Pete Hegseth, who was admitted to and graduated from prestigious degree programs at top universities but resigned from the Army National Guard at the lowly rank of major. The Army, unlike Princeton and Harvard, knew a petulant, insecure mediocrity when it saw one.

For whatever reason--perhaps Hegseth had a rough time in freshman calculus or was embarrassed while parsing a difficult passage of Plato--he seems determined to bar academics or anyone who faintly resembles one from contact with the armed forces. He has prohibited officers from attending the Aspen Security Forum, presided over by well-known radicals such as my former boss Condoleezza Rice. He has extended this ban to participation in think-tank events where officers might meet and even get into arguments with retired generals and admirals, not to mention former ambassadors, undersecretaries of defense, retired spies, and, worst of all, people with Ph.D.s who know foreign languages or operations research.

The latest spasm of Pentagon anti-intellectualism has come in the shape of efforts to remold the military educational system. To its shame, and apparently just because Laura Loomer said it should, the Army has meekly fired Jen Easterly from her position on the faculty at West Point, even though she is a graduate, a Rhodes Scholar, a three-tour Afghan War veteran, and a bona fide cybersecurity expert. In this case, at least, Secretary of the Army Dan Driscoll seems to have given up on the honor part of West Point's motto, "Duty, honor, country."

From the February 1907 issue: The spirit of old West Point

Secretary of the Navy John Phelan--whose nautical and military experience is admittedly nil--has directed his acting assistant secretary to purge 60 civilian professors from the U.S. Naval Academy, Fox News reported, and to replace them with military faculty to "promote fitness standards, maritime skills and marksmanship as essential component of the warrior ethos." (Note: That should be components--plural--but lethal guys don't need no grammar.) The humanities, he ordered, should be particularly targeted. The U.S. Air Force Academy is headed in the same direction.

Perhaps this order results from Phelan having read too much C. S. Forester and Patrick O'Brian and believing that the key to naval leadership is ordering your gallant tars to back topsails, giving the enemy frigate two broadsides at point-blank range, and boarding it in the smoke with cutlass in hand. In that case, he may wish to read up on advances in naval technology and tactics since 1800.

More likely, Phelan is toadying to his boss, who likes to huff and puff about warrior virtues as a way of avoiding the hard work of fixing the backlog in ship maintenance that is wearing the Navy out, or plunging deeply into the complexities of integrating missiles, cyberattacks, space reconnaissance, mines, manned aircraft, and subsurface drones in an extended campaign near Taiwan. Like other formerly respectable officials such as National Economic Council Director Kevin Hassett, last seen justifying with a feeble grin the firing of the head of the Bureau of Labor Statistics for producing inconvenient numbers, Phelan may be going along with something he knows is stupid to appease his ignorant and dyspeptic boss. Not quite warrior virtue, in that case.

Most officers--roughly 80 percent--are commissioned through ROTC and direct-commissioning programs, not the military academies. If being educated by civilian faculty is incompatible with the warrior ethos, then the implication is that the Pentagon's leaders believe that four out of five commissioned officers are unfit for service. To their shame, the generals seem not to have risked their careers by vigorously protesting these measures--servility, apparently, not being confined in the Pentagon to civilian leaders.

If the Pentagon does assign more military faculty to the service academies, it may eventually wake up to the fact that its uniformed professors will obtain their advanced degrees mostly from the same educational institutions that are in the grip of identity-mad globalists. And the dark secret is that military graduate students (I have taught many) plunge enthusiastically into academic life and often wish to linger there.

All of this would be amusing if it were not so appallingly destructive. Civilian faculty in military educational institutions play a crucial role: Unlike their military colleagues, they can devote a lifetime to mastery of their specialties, including teaching. They can bring cadets and midshipmen into contact with a wider world; the service academies are, of necessity, inbred places where the students all have similar clothes, haircuts, and aspirations. While it is important to have officers teach in departments such as English--General Frederick Franks, one of the commanders of U.S. forces in Iraq in 1991, led a poetry club while teaching at West Point--they cannot in the nature of things be the backbone of such departments. Their busy careers simply do not give them the necessary time.

At the more advanced professional military educational institutions such as the war colleges, civilians will almost invariably have deeper expertise than their uniformed counterparts in areas such as military history, foreign culture, and politics, and even in technical subjects such as cyber operations. The American ethos is that officers should be generalists whenever possible, whereas teaching and scholarship require more in the way of specialization.

Read: The president addresses the military he's remaking at his image

The chances, unfortunately, are that further purges of the civilian professoriate await. The Russians and Chinese can only rejoice. A historical data point: The famous Kriegsakademie, the war college of the German General Staff, was overwhelmingly dominated by officers, except in subjects such as language instruction. This helped foster a belligerent and strategically obtuse military culture in the years before the First World War. Meanwhile, the greatest German military historian of the 19th and early-20th centuries, Hans Delbruck, was shunned by the German army for his insightful critiques of the General Staff's views. It would have done far better to have hired and listened to him before the General Staff led their country to disaster in the First World War.

William Francis Butler, a Victorian British general who served from the plains of Canada to the Coromandel Coast of India, was a talented commander and no less talented a writer. In his biography of that strange military genius Charles Gordon, he lamented "the idea prevalent in the minds of many persons that the soldier should be a species of man distinct from the rest of the community" who "should be purely and simply a soldier, ready to knock down upon word of command being duly given for that purpose, but knowing nothing of the business of building up."

He concluded: "The nation that will insist on drawing a broad line of demarcation between the fighting man and the thinking man is liable to find its fighting done by fools and its thinking done by cowards."

That, unfortunately, is the direction that the Pentagon's decisions are taking the U.S. armed forces. There is a certain kind of soldier who can be comfortable only in the company of those just like him in outlook and prejudices. As these latest directives indicate, in Hegseth's case, that would appear to be Butler's fools.
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What Is Evil?

Explaining away even the most horrific acts of violence by saying some people are just wicked is understandable--but it won't help us build a safer society.

by Amanda Knox




Updated at 6:03 p.m. ET on August 6, 2025

When the news first broke about the four University of Idaho students who were stabbed to death in the middle of the night, the word evil was on everyone's lips. I encountered it on Reddit boards and podcasts, in the tabloids, on daytime TV, and in mainstream news outlets. This was surely the work of a monster. And when Bryan Kohberger was arrested, the evidence only seemed to confirm the fact. This guy was taking classes with an expert on serial killers. He'd worn a black mask and disconnected his phone during the murders. His car had been thoroughly cleaned, and he was seen wearing surgical gloves and depositing trash in his neighbor's bin. The verdict was in even before he entered court with what a body-language expert described as a "sociopathic stare": This guy was immediately seen as the next Ted Bundy. The darker and more callow corners of the internet were even asking, Who's hotter?

Now, nearly three years later, Kohberger has been sentenced to four consecutive life sentences with no possibility of parole. The families of Madison Mogen, Xana Kernodle, and Kaylee Goncalves faced him in court during his sentencing and shared their grief. I was especially struck by something Goncalves's mother, Kristi, said: "You've altered my every waking moment."

Kohberger's response? Nothing. No discernible remorse and, maybe even worse, no hint at a motive. Kohberger, even in pleading guilty, continues to inflict suffering on these families by refusing to provide a full confession, to explain why. And perhaps in direct response to these families, Judge Steven Hippler has urged everyone to stop focusing on that lingering question. "By continuing to focus on why, we continue to give Mr. Kohberger relevance. We give him agency. We give him power." Hippler described the murders as an "unfathomable and senseless act of evil." Pure and simple. End of story.

And maybe that is the end of the story. Which is to say that Kohberger was simply driven to kill, didn't care about his victims, and committed murder because he wanted to. Would hearing that confession from Kohberger's own lips change anything? Would it make these families, or any of us, feel differently?

Read: The gross spectacle of murder fandom

Consider the case of the Texas tower sniper, Charles Whitman, who in 1966 fatally stabbed both his wife and his mother, then climbed a clock tower with a rifle, a shotgun, and several handguns, and fired at random people for 96 minutes, ultimately killing 16 people and injuring many more before police officers killed him. (A 17th victim would die from his injuries decades later.) Unlike Kohberger, Whitman did provide a full confession in his suicide note:

I don't really understand myself these days. I am supposed to be an average reasonable and intelligent young man. However, lately (I can't recall when it started) I have been a victim of many unusual and irrational thoughts.


He noted that he dearly loved his wife, but that he was overwhelmed by violent impulses. He also mentioned suffering from tremendous headaches, and requested that after his death, "an autopsy would be performed on me to see if there is any visible physical disorder."

An autopsy was performed, and it found that a brain tumor in his hypothalamus was pressing on his amygdala, the region of the brain that helps regulate emotions such as fear, anxiety, and aggression. A commission of pathologists, psychiatrists, and other experts formed by the governor noted that "abnormal aggressive behavior may be a manifestation of organic brain disease." They were not able to pinpoint a clear link between the tumor and Whitman's actions, but they were operating under a 1966 level understanding of neurophysiology, and it remains plausible that the tumor contributed to his anguish.

I've yet to meet someone who hears that story and doesn't feel a flicker of uncertainty, of reluctant sympathy. Would it change how we feel about Kohberger if they found a brain tumor pressing on his amygdala, or some psychopathy gene in his genome? Should it?

From the May 2023 issue: American madness

In a series of lectures on free will on the Waking Up app (where I am a contributor), the philosopher Sam Harris uses the Whitman case as a springboard into a broader argument: If we could truly understand the complexities of the human brain, we would think differently about how we understand human behavior too. Harris says:

A brain tumor is just a special case of our having insight into the fact that physical events give rise to thoughts and actions. If we fully understood the neurophysiology of any murderer's brain, it would seem just as exculpatory as finding a tumor in it. If we could see how the wrong genes were being relentlessly transcribed, and how this person's experiences in life had sculpted the microstructure of his brain in just such a way to produce states of mind which were guaranteed to make him violent, if we could see this causality clearly, the basis for placing blame on him in any deep sense would disappear.


To be clear, I am not arguing against consequences for those who commit murder. On the contrary. But what those consequences should be depends upon our view of how human behavior originates. This is why I believe it serves us to ask why Kohberger did what he did.

I've been haunted by that why question in my own life. Like Kohberger, Rudy Guede--the man who broke into my home and stabbed my roommate, Meredith Kercher, to death--never admitted to his crimes, much less offered an explanation. But fortunately (and unfortunately), in Guede's case, his motives were banal and obvious: He was caught in the act of burglarizing our apartment, he raped Meredith because he had the opportunity to, and he murdered her because he cared more about his freedom than her life. (Guede has maintained that he is innocent, and continues to insist that my then-boyfriend, Raffaele Sollecito, and I carried out his crimes.)

The trajectories of Guede's life and crimes are also easier to trace, and explain, than Kohberger's: By his own admission, Guede's father took him away from his mother when he was young, then went on to neglect him. He was often left to fend for himself, and originally took to breaking into other people's homes for shelter. As he grew older, he got into drugs, couldn't hold down a job, and burglarized to support his lifestyle. Sometimes he was arrested; more often he wasn't. He always ended up back on the streets, feeling a little more emboldened and entitled. Until one day, he encountered Meredith.

After being apprehended for her murder, he falsely accused me and Raffaele --he cared more about his freedom than our lives as well--and, for reasons I have written about before, the police and prosecution were all too willing to selectively accept his obviously false testimony. In their efforts to demonstrate that they'd cracked the case, and in their rush to put two innocent people in prison for life, the authorities charged Guede only with sexual assault and "complicity in murder," never holding him accountable for wielding the knife that took Meredith's life. As a result, he got off with a light sentence. After serving only 13 years in prison, Guede ended up on the streets once more, feeling even more emboldened and entitled. The result? He is now on trial again for stalking and sexually assaulting another young woman. (Guede denies the allegations.)

Amanda Knox: My last trial

This was not a surprise to any of us who, over the course of his original murder trial, became familiar with Guede's history. Because, in a way, Guede was "understandable." He never seemed to be a Ted Bundy-style psychopath, but rather a man driven by violent impulses and--after a crime he may not have planned to commit--a sense of self-preservation.

Is a man like Kohberger different? In the sense that his motives are more inscrutable, yes. But one might argue that whether it's murder for self-preservation or murder by meticulous design, both arise from a willingness to commit violence paired with a complete lack of empathy. Kohberger and Guede both fit that description, and they both have been labeled evil.

To me, especially having been on the other side of that label, the word evil feels like a cop-out. It is an excuse to stop thinking, to ignore the evidence, to hate and punish someone law enforcement didn't, or wouldn't, understand.

Even though my innocence has long since been established, I worry that when people use terms like evil to define those who are demonstrably guilty of violent crimes, they are doing so not merely to convey the unfathomability of those crimes, but to wish harm upon the guilty, not as a means to rehabilitation or deterrence, but merely for harm's sake.

My own family and friends found solace in the label when it was applied to my prosecutor. After all, he continued to persecute me after the police identified and captured the man who actually murdered my roommate; the man whose DNA was discovered on her body and throughout the crime scene; the man who had means, motive, opportunity, and precedent--and what do you call that but evil?

But as Sam Harris points out, our available decisions in life are a result of choices made by others that shape the world we find ourselves in. And even those predisposed to psychopathy have minds shaped by genes and environmental influences they did not choose.

Who knows: With Kohberger, the answer may turn out to be something like industrial poisoning--the author Caroline Fraser argues in her book Murderland that this was a hidden cause behind the rise of serial killers in the 1970s and '80s. In that case, it wouldn't make sense to inflict suffering on Kohberger as some sort of moral desert, and it would make more sense to treat him as someone who is infected with a contagious and incurable disease--quarantined for his sake and ours. That is a serious consequence--being removed from society for life--but not one rooted in vengeance.

It's more likely that we don't yet have the technology or understanding of the human brain or genome to adequately make sense of Kohberger's brokenness, in the same way that plague doctors didn't have the means and understanding to save millions of people from a preventable death in the Middle Ages. Might we tomorrow? Ask yourself: If it were possible to give Kohberger gene therapy that turned him into a sane, empathetic, and loving person, would it make sense to lock him in prison for life because he "deserves" it?

If Kohberger's brokenness is caused by factors beyond his control, then he is extremely unlucky. I can only imagine how awful it must be to move through the world as if people are mere objects to be manipulated and destroyed--a life entirely devoid of genuine human connection. I can only imagine the suffering his family is enduring--they didn't choose to have a killer for a son, and, like the families of his victims, their lives will be forever scarred by what he did.

Acknowledging these realities can feel like a betrayal of the victims, but I don't think it is. I believe that one way to honor the victims of horrific crimes is to closely study the roots of violence and challenge ourselves to see the horrible, banal truth: that under certain conditions, certain people can be broken, and all too often, due to our own limitations in understanding and treating, we cannot predict or prevent the terrible things that a broken person might do.

From the July 2025 issue: Inside America's death chambers

Perhaps Judge Hippler is right that we shouldn't be looking for answers from Kohberger himself as to why the lives of Ethan Chapin, Madison Mogen, Xana Kernodle, and Kaylee Goncalves were so brutally and unjustly stolen. Not just because it continues to give Kohberger undeserved relevance, but because he very likely doesn't have the answers.

But writing someone off as evil, as many people urged me to do with my prosecutor, is an excuse to ignore the causes of human dysfunction. It's a wall we build to separate ourselves from those who commit the worst actions we can imagine. Ironically, it also grants permission for psychopathy in its own way. Let's not forget: Crowds once cheered as criminals were drawn and quartered. What could be more psychopathic? We still execute people today in ways that are perhaps more muted, but just as ethically questionable. People talk about "closure" and "justice," but we live in a society that encourages us to take pleasure in another's pain and never ask ourselves why.

That's why I keep trying, even though I sometimes fail, to feel a degree of genuine curiosity and compassion for those labeled "evil." It's not easy, and I certainly had to work my way up to forgiving the man who wrongly convicted me. I still find it nearly impossible to extend compassion to Rudy Guede.

Do I expect the parents of Ethan, Madison, Xana, and Kaylee to take on the challenge of viewing Kohberger with compassion? Not at all. Their rage and existential grief is justified, full stop. But for the rest of us, those who are not at the epicenter of this tragedy, have a choice: We can judge and label, or we can challenge ourselves to make sense of the senseless, in hopes that we might find a way to prevent the next tragedy from occurring.

The only thing I've found that has actually helped me heal from my own terrible experiences has been acceptance, and a desire to understand the flawed, complicated, and sometimes extremely dangerous humans around me.



This article has been updated to reflect that Ethan Chapin's family did not attend Bryan Kohberger's sentencing hearing.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2025/08/idaho-killings-bryan-kohberger/683736/?utm_source=feed
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Ukraine Won't Surrender

Tim Mak and Adrian Karatnycky on battlefield reality, stalled U.S. support, and why Ukraine won't give up

by David Frum




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

On this episode of The David Frum Show, The Atlantic's David Frum opens with a warning about the crumbling of U.S. support for Ukraine under President Donald Trump. He lays out how the Trump administration has slowed the flow of weapons to Ukraine, undermined sanctions on Russia, and made empty promises about future action while spending more money upgrading Trump's private jet than aiding Ukraine's defense.

Then David is joined by the journalist Tim Mak, reporting from Kyiv, and Adrian Karatnycky, a senior fellow with the Atlantic Council's Eurasia Center, for a conversation about Ukraine's resilience in the face of U.S. abandonment. They discuss why the Ukrainian people remain united, how battlefield conditions have evolved, and why no politician--Ukrainian or American--can force a peace that rewards Russian aggression. They also talk about President Volodymyr Zelensky's controversial anti-corruption reforms, the surge of youth-led protests, and whether Ukraine's Western allies truly understand what's at stake.

The following is a transcript of the episode:

David Frum: Hello, and welcome back to The David Frum Show. I'm David Frum, a staff writer at The Atlantic. My guests today will be Tim Mak and Adrian Karatnycky, two experts on Ukraine. Tim Mak, based in Ukraine; Adrian Karatnycky, a frequent visitor to Ukraine and adviser to Ukrainian governments past and present. But before we open our three-way dialogue about recent events in Ukraine, I want to open with some thoughts about more recent events that have occurred since our conversation was recorded.

Over the night of July 31, the city of Kyiv, the capital of Ukraine, was hit by one of the largest drone and missile attacks upon that city since the full-scale Russian invasion began in February 2022. As I record on the 1st of August, we know that at least 27 locations were struck. Thirty-one people were killed. About 160 were injured. The second-single-deadliest day of civilian attack on Kyiv since the beginning of the full-scale war, in February 2022. The Ukrainian government has declared August 1x a day of mourning as Ukrainians dig out from this terrible, terrible attack intended to terrorize and harm civilians only.

President [Donald] Trump has reacted to the attack with a slight change of tone. At the beginning of his presidency, he blamed the Ukrainians for the war, which is a lie. They were, of course, invaded and attacked--invaded in 2014 and attacked again in 2022. And he has taken a fault on both sides, but mostly on the Ukrainian side. The sympathy of his government toward the Russian side was very evident, his vice president being perhaps even more extreme in opposition to Ukraine than the things the president said himself.

Now, we have heard in recent weeks about a so-called Trump pivot, where he now begins to say that the war is unfortunate, he expresses some condemnation of some of the things the Russians have done, and he promises some kind of increased American action at some point in the future. After this latest July 31 overnight attack on Kyiv, he has apparently said that he's bringing forward the deadline for some of these things he might do in the future a few more days. So it may be that anytime soon that you'll begin to see some economic sanctions on Russia. You can believe that or not.

But it is important to put all of this in a larger context about what is really going on here. Now, I understand that those of us in the media business must cover what the president says, and it's probably necessary to cover that to give people the straight news, and to report what the president says as the president says it, and save the question marks and the quote marks and the necessary ironic eye rolls to a little deeper in the story. But it's important that even as you report what the president says, you as the reporter understand whether or not you believe it, and you also help your reader to understand whether the reader should believe it or not.

At the same time as President Trump announced that he might bring forward the date on which sanctions are going to be applied to the Russian economy, that same day, he applied massive tariffs on so many of America's friends and trading partners. Russia, to this day, remains uniquely exempt from the economic aggression that Trump has inflicted on Britain and Canada and Japan and South Korea and Australia and many, many, many friends. They receive his economic aggression. They are singled out for retaliation. Russia is exempt. Again, the president says he may change his mind at some time in the future, which is a departure from where he was earlier. But the future is still the future. It hasn't happened yet. The other forms of economic aggression have happened. The economic retaliation against Russia has not.

And anyway, as I think by now most people understand, Russia is not very susceptible to American economic retaliation. Most of the things that the United States could do against the Russian economy were done by President [Joe] Biden. And many of those things have been undone by President Trump. The sanction structure on Russia is looser today than it was when President Trump came into office. And the main economic relationships that the Russians have--they sell oil to China and India, especially--they're not highly susceptible to American pressure, those relationships in those countries. So the threat of economic retaliation, even if you believed it, would not be very meaningful.

The thing that America can do to help Ukraine is to speed the flow of weaponry to Ukraine. And on that--although there's a lot of secrecy and uncertainty around this--on that, we can see pretty clearly that the flow of armaments to Ukraine since Donald Trump has taken power has slowed, and at regular intervals has been outright interrupted. The most recent of those interruptions happened in July. The story we're told is that Secretary of Defense Pete Hegseth acted at his own initiative. No one told him to do it. He just, for some unaccountable reason, took it into his head to stop a flow of important ammunition and weaponry to Ukraine. Believe that as you will. We're told that that interruption has ended and that some flow of armaments has resumed but at an agonizingly slow pace.

Put this in some context. In the years from February '22--when this latest round of Russian aggression, this intensified aggression, the lunge on the city of Kyiv began--to President Biden's departure from office, the United States afforded Ukraine about $33 billion of military assistance. Now, contrary to what the MAGA people tell you, that is not a $33 billion check to the government of Ukraine. That is $33 billion worth of stuff that has flowed to Ukraine, much of it physical inventory from U.S. arsenals. The direct cash payments to the Ukrainian government have been comparatively small. Where cash has been spent, it has been spent inside the United States to load the equipment onto boats, to move the boats across the ocean, to disembark the boats, and then to pay Americans to show the Ukrainians how to use the weaponry the United States is sending. This also tends not to be state-of-the-art weaponry. This is often weaponry from inventory that would sooner or later have been taken out of inventory and dismantled in some way, and that needed to be replaced anyway by new inventory. So it's not clear that the $33 billion measures something, but it gives you some idea of the scale of the project that happened under President Biden.

Now, that project was inadequate. President Biden did not send everything the Ukrainians needed. He didn't send it fast enough. He tended to wait, oftentimes until it was almost too late. But $33 billion gives you a scope of the idea of what was sent in the Biden years.

There is now a bill moving through the U.S. Senate that would offer Ukraine in the next fiscal year $800 million of forward-looking military assistance--$33 billion over the Biden years; $800 million in the next year. So a pitiful fraction of what was sent before. Now, $800 million: Is that a lot of money for any individual human being? Obviously it is. For most human projects, it is. To build a high school, it is. But the gift jet that Trump extracted from Qatar, that gift jet--which is given temporarily to the U.S. government, then to the Trump library to be available for Trump's use after he leaves the White House--it's going to cost the U.S. taxpayer about $1 billion to upgrade that plane to the standards of an American Air Force One. So we're spending $1 billion to make the Qatari government's gift to Donald Trump and his postpresidential life workable, and we're proposing to spend $800 million--less than that--for an entire year of Ukrainian self-defense. So what Ukraine needs: That is slowing and is subject to random and casual interruption.

It's kind of an open question why Donald Trump is so hostile to Ukraine, why his administration is. And you'll hear many speculations: Maybe it's his past history of dealings with Russia. Maybe it's his personal admiration for and affinity for Putin. Maybe it's some kind of ideological sympathy for the Russian authoritarian regime. Maybe it's just hatred of Europeans. And maybe it's a rejection of a symbol of democracy fighting for its survival against reactionary dictatorship. In the end, it's kind of a futile question because probably all of those ingredients and more go into the answer. There are others that we can speculate about.

But the why is less urgent than the question of what. As you hear all this talk of a pivot to Ukraine or a pivot away from Russia, let us not overlook the truth of what is actually happening, which is the United States--which gave Ukraine considerable, if not quite fully adequate, assistance to defend itself, protect its independence, protect its survival, under President Biden--has now turned that tap almost all of the way off and left Ukraine significantly at Russia's mercy. And to the extent that aid continues to flow, it flows from European partners who Donald Trump is attacking with other forms of economic aggression. Yes, he says he's willing to sell U.S. inventory to the Europeans if they pay for it and send it to Ukraine. It's not clear that any of that has actually happened, and it's not clear whether it will happen. There's a lot of talk, but again, much of this is shrouded in secrecy. Let's hope for the best.

But it's not clear that any of that has happened, but the implacable--or the seemingly implacable--hostility to Ukraine: That seems a continuous theme of this administration's policy. And the vibes reporting about changes in tone, changes in rhetoric, which is easy to do, misses the reality of what is actually happening.

I think there is a tendency, when we write about the Trump administration--we want so badly to believe that America will soon be again what it used to be, will soon stand again for what it used to stand for, will soon again be admired in the world in the way that it used to be. We want that so much to be true that we overinterpret any little hint that that might happen soon, and it comes from a good place, but it tends to make us marks--that all that has to happen is for a word of remark to be given to the press pool waiting to collect the president's words, and that blinds us to the overwhelming reality of the hard fate that is being delivered to Ukraine under this administration's watch, at this administration's direction.

One more point before we turn to the discussion at hand. The discussion was recorded immediately after President [Volodymyr] Zelensky took an action to make Ukraine's anti-corruption institutions less independent of the president. We discussed in this dialogue the enormous furor that's created within Ukraine, and I'm pleased to report to you that as of the time I record this, that President Zelensky has rescinded his action, and those anti-corruption institutions will retain their full independence to follow the truth wherever it is.

As you listen to the dialogue, understand that the thing we are worrying about and the trust and confidence we express in the Ukrainian people not to submit to greater official corruption, those hopes and those aspirations and those assumptions--they've all been validated. The Ukrainian people came through; the government yielded; and Ukraine remains, again, a place where official corruption will be intensely and independently prosecuted.

Would that were so for the United States of America as well. We seem to be doing here at home less well than the Ukrainians are doing within their home. And now my dialogue with Tim and Adrian. But first, a quick break.

[Music]

Frum: So I'm joined today on The David Frum Show by two old and cherished friends, Adrian and Tim. Adrian Karatnycky is a specialist on Ukraine at the Atlantic Council, no relationship to The Atlantic magazine. He was, for 11 years, president of Freedom House, which is America's original institution to support democracy around the world. It publishes the annual review "Freedom in the World." He's the author of millions of words about Ukraine and the post-Soviet world, including three books, most recently Battleground Ukraine, which was published just in 2024. My relationship with Adrian goes back to the days when I used to edit his copy for The Wall Street Journal, in a day where copy was printed on paper. And so it was often my painful duty to say, Adrian, while every line is precious, we need to take out six, and that's not your fault, it's not my doing, but six lines have to go. (Laughs.)

Tim Mak, I have known not as long as Adrian--that's a long time ago--but deeply and intimately for a long time. He was a writer for a website I used to run called Frum Forum. He went on to an amazing career at Politico and at National Public Radio. He's now based in Ukraine, where he runs a proprietor website, The Counterattack, which I urge all--

Tim Mak: Counteroffensive.

Frum: Counteroffensive--I'm sorry. Senile lapse, Tim. I'm so sorry. Which I think I was the first subscriber to, or one of the early subscribers to, and I urge all of you to join, as well, and you'll get an intimate feeling of what it is like to live in the war zone, as Tim has done. Tim is a former Army reservist. He knows war. He has seen it, and he's now seen more of it than I think it is fit for any human being to see, and he reports on it beautifully.

So, gentlemen, thank you for joining me. Tim, I'm going to start with a question to you. The events of the past days--we are recording today on July 23. The events of the past days have been so dramatic in Ukraine. Tell us what you see, what you hear, what is happening.

Mak: Well, what we saw was a Ukrainian legislature, which in the middle of the war has many things on its mind--economic development, European integration, the situation on the battlefield. We saw the Ukrainian legislature, in a kind of sneaky way, pass new rules that defang the Ukrainian anti-corruption independent agencies. And this has led to a sudden surge of protests in this country, which we haven't seen since the beginning of this full-scale invasion, of ordinary Ukrainians saying, We're not going to accept that.

The Ukrainian government has said--and Zelensky has said--that the reason for this is because they believe that there's Russian infiltration of the anti-corruption agencies in the Ukrainian government. They haven't provided very much substantial evidence for that. And then they've kind of snuck this reform through the legislature. A very significant proportion of the Ukrainian members of Parliament were not present for the vote, and it just kind of appeared, was signed into legislation last night. And immediate protests were seen in Kyiv and in other cities in Ukraine.

Adrian Karatnycky: To put it in a slightly different perspective--I agree fully with Tim, how this was done. I wouldn't say it erodes the power of these anti-corruption agencies, but it makes them the more directly controlled instrument of the president and of his office. And that, I think, is a worrying thing, because these were relatively independent agencies with their leadership created by boards that included both Western representation and NGO representation. And here you have their complete subordination to a political appointee.

And I think this is President Zelensky, who has a lot of--dare I say it--Trumpian characteristics at a time of war, which is to say he is at war with his immediate predecessors. He regards the entire past and the entire Ukrainian elite--both good and bad--as unworthy. He has complete control of the legislature at the time of war. He didn't before this. And I think he believes, genuinely in this case, that he is the one who can orchestrate the war against corruption, and that the fact that these are not subordinated agencies is an obstacle to this.

On the other hand, the people who are inciting him to take this control are thinking more about the political calendar and their political futures, and they do not want what happened when President [Petro] Poroshenko faced President Zelensky: that these independent agencies unearthed a bunch of scandals and acts of corruption in the outer circle and inner circle of Poroshenko that partly cost him the election. So there's also a political calculation about the future. And so there are two motives here: The motive of his inner circle, in my view, is to maintain political control and have political control over these processes. And the other is the ambition and the self-confidence and a kind of happy, a kind of a positive arrogance that Zelensky has that he can fix everything for Ukraine.

Mak: I want to take one step back here because what this really relates to is not only the specific legislation that passed. Because if we look at it that way, this is a kind of a relatively minor domestic Ukrainian story. In the global sense, what this really has to do with is: Why is Ukraine fighting a war to begin with? How can it detach itself from the Russian sphere and the Russian way of doing government, and more deeply integrate itself in the Western way of doing government, the Western style of democracy and Europe?

It's notable that the anti-corruption agencies at issue here were created, were formed, were shaped by the Maidan Revolution, just over a decade ago, and have emerged and were put into place to create checks on the Ukrainian government, which are meant to ensure that the corruption of the post-Soviet area did not continue through to today.

And so this reversal is a very worrying sign for ordinary Ukrainians who not only want to stop corruption but believe that the underlying reason why there's a war in their country, why they're hiding in their basements every single night, is not just because Russia attacked this country, but because they want to find a non-Russian way of running their society, of finding a democratic way with less corrupt leaders.

Frum: I want to ask you how this dissension will affect Ukraine's war-fighting capacity. Ukraine is a society that has, as Adrian has described in his books, great difficulty finding unity. In the past decade, it has discovered a new sense of national unity. There has been, it seems from an outside point of view, great cohesion that suddenly seems to be at risk.

Meanwhile, Ukraine has enemies abroad, as well as behind its back, as well as to its face, who are seizing on everything that goes wrong anywhere in the Ukrainian state as a reason to abandon Ukraine to its enemies. So there's a threat at home from this corruption debate. There's a threat inside the United States. This is the kind of weapon that a J. D. Vance would use to say that Ukraine is unworthy to live because it's not wrapping up corruption, which is a pretty funny thing from inside the most corrupt American administration in American history, one of the most corrupt administrations in world history.

But any weapon is good to hand when you're trying to do harm. How does this affect the war?

Karatnycky: I think that there is a kind of a discipline in civil society, an understanding that there is the active threat, the existential threat, and then there is the long-term developmental threat.

I believe that President Zelensky's circle has made a calculation that because Ukraine and its survival is essential to Europe and that the U.S. doesn't care about the agenda of reform and democracy as a policy, that it can get away with this kind of stuff, and maybe in the short term it can. But society knows how to balance these things. And the fact that these were peaceful demonstrations, this was very young people--it shows that the successor generation is completely on the side of a kind of European or a democratic future for Ukraine. All these kinds of things are very positive.

And the answer to the J. D. Vances is, if you really want, if you're sort of saying that you're fighting corruption, then Russia's takeover of Ukraine will create the ultimate corrupt system. It'll create a system where the state entirely adjudicates corruption and the state itself is the instrument of corruption, not the object of corrupt activities.

Frum: You have more contact with everyday Ukrainians than almost any reporter in the English-speaking world. What is your assessment of their confidence in their state as a just and fair institution?

Mak: Well, what's important to note is it's very hard to understate just how much protest, activism, and overthrowing one's government is [a] central part of modern Ukrainian identity, right? Where you might see disunity, they see action and their birthright. They take it as a major point of pride that they overthrew a tyrant a decade ago. And when they look at Russia, one of the most frequent things that I hear from Ukrainians is, many Ukrainians view all Russians as complicit in the ongoing war. And one of the reasons they view it that way is because they ask, Why can't they do what we did here in Ukraine? Why can't they overthrow? We did that. Why can't you do that? 

And so among Ukrainians, disunity is something that you observe from the outside looking in. From here in Kyiv, what you see is people getting fired up. You see civic action getting rolled out. You see people who are already dealing with sleepless nights because of Russian attacks getting ready and packing up for the next demonstration. It's a really interesting and inspiring sense of direct democracy that we're seeing here.

I don't see, in the short term--it really depends how the Zelensky government responds to these protests. I don't see these, in the short term, in disrupting the war effort. If anything, I think it really does double down on the point: What is this war being fought for? It's not being fought for Zelensky, not being fought for the current government or the legislature. It's being fought for the sovereignty of Ukraine, and if it's being fought for the sovereignty of Ukraine, what good is that sovereignty if they're not going to fulfill the will of the people and move towards greater Euro integration and less corruption?

Karatnycky: Let me make a historical point and also a point about why this is a long-term problem for Zelensky. Keep in mind that the Ukrainian attitude to the state is the attitude of a stateless people under imperial rule or foreign rule. And so they've never had this kind of an intimate connection with the state. The state has always been seen as something outside.

In the early stages of the war, polling showed that Ukrainians were very interested in just having decisive action and a leader that would take them forward. But within a year, the component of Do we need more authoritarian rule, or do we need more top-down rule versus more democracy? shifted. And they reversed, reverted, to their previous stance of skepticism about the state.

There was an essay written by an important Ukrainian political journalist called "The Leviathan in Camouflage," and it was about that the war was creating the first circumstances where the Ukrainians feel that the state is not only essential to their survival, but have this deep identification with the state. But these protests show that Ukrainians retain this huge spirit of democracy, this huge skepticism of the state. They agree with the consolidation of the state in its war against Russia, but on everything else, I think they retain their more liberal, democratic values.

Frum: Can I ask about the battlefield now? The actual literal battlefield. Tim, you spent a lot of time there. Remind me when you arrived in Ukraine. How deep into the war?

Mak: I arrived the night the war started by a total accident. Nearly missed my flight into Kyiv. What happened was, I was a correspondent for NPR, and they wanted someone in Ukraine with a military background, medical background, both of which I have. And just by total accident, I land just a few hours before the invasion, and I've been here ever since. And two and a half years ago, I started The Counteroffensive. And so now I live here.

Frum: You named it for this spirit of optimism that existed in the spring and early summer of 2023 when it looked like--and my mistake, actually, my Freudian mistake of calling it The Counterattack instead of The Counteroffensive may reflect the kind of sense of gloom that has descended on friends of Ukraine, because we remember that mode where we thought, This is the great pushback, the great counter-blitzkrieg that is going to shove the Russians out of the country for good and all.

There's been interruptions of the flow of American aid to Ukraine under President Trump. There have been interruptions of the flow of American information. How's the war, the military aspect of the war, going?

Mak: It's not going particularly well. The Ukrainians are on the defensive. They are outmanned; they are outgunned. It's a very regular, almost nightly circumstance in Ukrainian cities where there are explosions, anti-aircraft weapons firing. You can hear these drones in the night buzzing along. They're called mopeds. They're nicknamed mopeds now because you can hear them ominously circling the city and then mobile fire teams trying to shoot them down, as well as many, many explosions. And that is the civilian view of the war.

On the battlefield, the Russians have expended tens of thousands, hundreds of thousands of lives, for very little territory. I mean, most of the action that has led to major changes in control of territory has taken place over very short periods of time. So we've had these bursts of control from the initial invasion to the liberation of the Kharkiv region. You've had these bursts of where defensive lines collapse. But we've seen the development of a new form of drone warfare that has really imposed incredible costs on advancing militaries. Basically, now it's very dangerous to concentrate military force in one location. They're trying to disperse military force, but that means a lot more risk for the soldiers, and it means far less territorial gains in small amounts of time.

Frum: And the interruptions from the United States, what difference have they made?

Mak: It's a morale issue in the short term. Are we on our own? is what a lot of Ukrainians are asking themselves. Secondly, it's kind of become an object of faith in Ukraine that the country is running out of air-defense interceptors, and we see that in the number of explosions that are happening in the cities. I mean, there are no formal statistics on it, because the government doesn't say where they're vulnerable or what they're lacking, but it's pretty obvious that people have died as a result of delays in shipments of defensive weaponry.

The number of weapons systems that have been suggested by the Trump administration is woefully insufficient for the scale of hundreds and hundreds of attacks in a given night. And so that that will continue for the time being. I just don't see the war ending on any short timeline.

Frum: Adrian, I have a question for you. You've been monitoring the U.S.-Ukrainian relationship for a long time, and you know who the friends are and you know who the non-friends are. Do you take seriously at all this alleged pivot by President Trump toward greater support of Ukraine?

Karatnycky: We know he is chimerical, we know he is impulsive, and we know he is inconsistent. And this is a good thing in this particular case because he had a consistent position of this bromance with Putin that seems to have attenuated in recent weeks. And I think we will see what happens at the 50-day deadline mark.

But I think that the important policy decision that appears to have been taken is that Trump is willing to, in the absence of an agreement, sell Ukraine weapons as long as they're not financed out of the U.S. budget, or as long as they're not predominantly financed out of the U.S. budget. And Europe appears to be ready to step in to fill the breach. The delta between aid that the U.S. was providing and has stopped providing under Trump has, in the first five months of this year, been largely met by European cash flows. They've increased their crediting to their own economies that would allow them to finance some of this.

And then there's this, I believe, low-hanging fruit, and that is that Europe is sitting on $250 billion of Russian frozen assets that I believe should--in the event that their publics rebel against these substantial expenditures for Ukraine--could be used to sustain Ukraine.

So I think we don't know where Trump is. He was with Putin, then he became the arbiter between the two rather than a staunch ally of Ukraine. And now I think we have to wait until the 50th day. But I do think that the one thing that is there that is a positive development, and I think that that's been pretty consistent, [is] that I think Trump and the United States will be willing to sell weapons, provided that Europe or someone else is willing to cover those costs.

Frum: Let me push back on that directly to both of you. So the 50-day deadline--do we need 50 days to know what the Russians are about? That looks like playing for time. The weapons that Trump is talking about are totally inadequate in number. This stunt of saying the United States doesn't have enough money to pay for this is just such an outrageous misstatement, especially from this administration, which is so fiscally reckless and spends money on everything and is incurring debts never before seen. Anyway, the story the administration tells is: The reason that they have constrained is because we lack the physical hardware. And if that's true, then it doesn't matter who's financing the insufficient physical hardware. That was Pete Hegseth's story: You can't send the missiles, because the United States doesn't have enough to protect itself. Well, if that's true, it doesn't matter who's paying for it. And if it does matter who's paying for it, then the "not enough physical inventory" story is a lie, as it probably is, and to the less sympathetic guy looks like playing for time.

Now, I will add one more thing and then throw it back to you. One of the things that has been a little encouraging to me about the Trump-Russia-Ukraine story is that while J. D. Vance, the vice president and maybe future president, seems authentically and militantly anti-Ukraine, Trump seems more pro-Russian but indifferent to Ukraine. His attitude to Ukraine is a function of his enthusiasm for Russia. And if the enthusiasm for Russia dims at all, then there's no reason that he couldn't be a better friend to Ukraine in a way that J. D. Vance seems to have bought into Ukraine as the enemy to his vision of Europe in which the right-wing parties govern Germany, Italy, and other countries.

Karatnycky: Yeah, I mean, I look--there's so much disinformation coming from that. I believe there is an isolationist wing in the policy community. There's also the limits-of-power wing associated with Michael Anton and the pivot to China associated with Elbridge Colby. There are a bunch of attitudes inside the administration that are saying Ukraine either isn't a priority or that we can't afford it, or that the United States should not be engaged in these kinds of far-off conflicts. And I think that that remains a problem.

A point that I made in a recent article is, however, if you look at the polling data, despite all of this counterpropaganda by the blogosphere and the vice president and Pete Hegseth and so on, the Trump and the Republican electorate still broadly support Ukraine, admire its martial spirit. And this is after years of attacks on Ukraine by Tucker Carlson and his ilk.

So it's all going to be on Trump. If Trump blinks or reverts back to a pro-Putin position after 50 days, as he very well may, this will be on Europe, and on Europe and Ukraine jointly, to find ways of compensating for the absence of the United States. And here, I think, there's a lot of good news about joint military production with the Ukrainians, that many European countries are now investing billions of dollars jointly with their resources to help Ukraine's relatively inexpensive way of building more-modern weapons. Ukraine has the capability of itself producing long-range missiles, and as far as I understand, there is a commitment in the short term to provide more Patriot bases and Patriot missiles for those systems, presumably through the U.S. replenishing the reserves of some European countries that will hand that equipment over to Ukraine.

Frum: Tim, you've been covering the hardware story very intensely. I think you're going to have a new special-purpose publication devoted just to the hardware. What does Ukraine need to win the war? Do you have a sense of that? Do you have a sense of the technologies, the amounts? And are they available from the Western world?

Mak: Winning the war isn't really a matter of technology. As you mentioned, I have a publication just devoted to Ukrainian defense tech, and so we cover the latest battlefield concepts, and that's over at Counteroffensive Pro.

Ukrainians have always spoken jokingly about this kind of magic-bullet technology that might be created--and suddenly, the whole country is liberated from Russian influence. The real problems exist in terms of manpower, the amount of people that they can field on the front lines, and then arming Ukraine, to provide them necessary armored vehicles and air cover in order to make advances. But that's just so outside the realm of what is likely over the next couple years that this war has kind of shifted into a stalemate-slash-defensive strategy.

I mean, very few Ukrainians believe that there will be some magic technology that develops, that will let them take over all of the occupied territories in the immediate near term. The Ukrainians have invented quite a few new things that have been able to give them asymmetric advantages on the battlefield, without which they would've never been able to defend their country nearly as well as they have been. But it has served more of a defensive purpose and been able to allow them to hold off huge amounts of Russian advances. There is no solution in the immediate term for pushing them out.

Karatnycky: By the way, as to manpower, I just want to make one point: Ukraine does not conscript 18- to 24-year-olds. There are 200,000 males in that age cohort for each year. So there's roughly 1.2 million, and of course, probably 50 percent of them or 60 percent of them are not combat fit. But within the broader population base, there are still some substantial resources.

More importantly, I do think that Tim is right. For reclaiming territory, the kinds of weapons systems Ukraine has created will be very difficult. To gain territory, you have to actually put people in to occupy that territory. But the fact that the Ukrainians have transformed this into a drone war, forcing Russia to change it into a war of attacking civilian targets, is a credit to innovation and entrepreneurship and this creative spirit. I mean, Ukraine has compensated for some of its manpower shortages, and that's what's really stymied the Russian advance. And Russia is roughly advancing at a little over a half percent of the territory of Ukraine over each of the last two years.

Frum: Can Ukraine strike inside Russia at things that are important to Putin's power in ways that would make the Russians reconsider that this aggression may jeopardize their hold on their state? Again and again, we've seen in the last century that dictatorships that gamble on aggression, if they lose--the Argentine junta attacking the Falklands, the Greek junta attacking Cyprus--if they lose, they can lose power. And so when I say, "win the war," I don't mean with this glorious advance and driving people out and flags flying. I mean that at some point, the Russians decide, We could lose things that we care about more by continuing with this aggression. We need to find some kind of negotiated settlement. Can they win it that way?

Mak: Well, Russia is a very opaque society from the outside, right? And as you know, these dictatorships are very brittle structures. And when they bend, they snap. More people have died in Ukraine on the Russian side than have died over a decade of war when the Soviet Union invaded Afghanistan. And that, as you know, was a contributing factor to the fall of the Soviet Union. And I want to point out that there's already been one internal military rebellion inside Russia that's already happened. It's just very difficult to predict.

Yes, Ukraine now has really interesting deep-strike capability. We saw this in an operation called Operation Spiderweb, where they snuck drones across the border and had them fly and take out dozens of strategic bombers all across Russia disguised inside of kind of motor homes or sheds built on trucks. And it was a really interesting operation that showed how vulnerable every country, not just Russia, is to modern drone warfare.

But whether or not that moves the needle on Putin's core power, we can't conduct a survey. We can't talk to ordinary Russians in any meaningful way to determine how close that is. What we do know is the economy is suffering. Inflation is extremely high. We talk about inflation in the United States--it's four or five times that in Russia. People are dying. They're coming back traumatized, they're coming back without limbs, or they're not coming back at all. And that's going to have a long-term societal effect. We just aren't able to qualitate that. We're not able to describe that to you in ways that lead to easy predictions about the near term. There are going to be serious follow-on effects. I just can't predict what that will be.

Frum: I want to ask you the contrary scenario. Supposing President Trump says, and may mean, that he wants to pressure Ukraine into forcing some kind of negotiated peace, which he insists is possible. It looks like any negotiated peace would be a peace more or less on Russian terms, at least if it were to be negotiated today. What would be the effect on Ukrainian society if the United States were to push Ukraine in that direction?

Karatnycky: Well, we already saw this effect because we had in the run-up to the negotiations, we had the kind of the Steve Witkoff declarations, which I think resonated fairly substantially in the Ukrainian opinion elites and within the Ukrainian public, where he basically surrendered many of these territories, said that they were traditionally Russian, and so on.

So I think Ukrainians are used to this. I think the most important thing was that, around that whole misguided Witkoff diplomacy, Europe solidified, and I think the Ukrainians are ready to go with Europe. And I think Europe is, at the moment, ready to go--democratic Europe is ready to go with Ukraine, and that has, I think, changed the calculus of Ukrainians. I don't think they feel, at least the policy people feel, that they're as vulnerable. And I think that the fact that Europe is stepping up with cash and with collaboration on potentially on weapons production--Ukraine has, as I say, been developing its long-range missiles.

I've always believed that the only way to get Russia to negotiate is to hit the Russian power grid in places like Moscow and St. Petersburg, which together represent 35 to 40 percent of the Russian GDP. If you can knock these things out for 5 percent of the time, it's a huge impact or, you know, bigger impact than sanctions on Russian growth, and it brings the war in a more dramatic way, and it is a legitimate war target because there are many missile- and military-production facilities in the Moscow and St. Petersburg areas. And I think that the reciprocity, the ability for Ukraine to respond, would probably reduce the Russian attacks on the civilian targets in Ukraine, which have really been scaled up in the last two months.

Frum: Tim, what's your view of what happens if the United States is even somewhat successful in forcing some kind of unfavorable peace?

Mak: I want to challenge the underlying assumption. I don't think that they're going to be able to force a peace on Russia's terms. I remember in the very first weeks of the war, I heard someone say that as long as there's a 12-year-old kid in Ukraine with a plastic fork, there's going to be resistance to Russia and Russian occupation. There is no appetite whatsoever in Ukraine for accepting a peace that would permit the takeover of additional territories simply through diplomacy. And that's what, I think, in the near term, a diplomatic outcome would look like.

Ever since the Oval Office dustup between Zelensky and Trump, I think Ukrainians have increasingly, to Adrian's point, adopted the view that they need to have a backup plan and that they need to be able to be more self-sufficient and less reliant, even psychically, on American support for morale or equipment or whatever.

And so I think over the last few months, those plans have been put in place. I don't think you'll see that Ukraine will accept just a dictated peace in which they have to give up huge amounts of sovereignty and territory and freedom of action in order to achieve a short-term peace--which, by the way, no Ukrainian believes, or very few Ukrainians believe, would be sustainable in the long term. They believe that this would just be the prelude to the next war, which is coming in a matter of a few years.

Frum: Is there any voice--Adrian, you've chronicled the transformation of Ukraine from a culture and a people into a state. Is there any voice in the Ukrainian state system that would be willing to play ball with the Trump-Witkoff vision of the Ukrainian future?

Karatnycky: No. I mean, I think there may be a residual 5 percent of people with a kind of Soviet mentality and maybe a few percent who feel comfortable being in Russia's embrace. But I would say, the society is as consolidated as ever in Ukrainian history. The culture is as dynamic as ever. This is like the high point of Ukrainian unity, and I think that that's actually a counterweight to the earlier part of our discussion.

The Ukrainian people are united in the purpose of defending their way of life, their culture, their--to an extent--language, their civilization, which they see as a more open one than what Russia offers. And this unity is not going to be broken by disputes about anti-corruption policy or even some inordinate concentration of power by the president. That they will stick together. They will fight. And I think eventually, they will resolve this in a way that defends the existence of a persistence of a sovereign state.

Mak: There was this Politico story a few months ago about Trump-administration or Trump-orbit figures visiting Ukraine and meeting with Zelensky's opposition. That immediately led to huge blowback in Ukrainian domestic circles. Any politician that has in their mind professional survival would not want to associate with Trump or--

Karatnycky: By the way, actually, with the Oval Office meeting, Zelensky ratings were on the downward trend, and he was losing a runoff election against General [Valerii] Zaluzhnyi. In the aftermath of the Oval Office thing, the society consolidated against it, but he again became extremely popular. That effect wore off, and now there are new polls that show Zaluzhnyi again winning by 60 to 40 in the second round, when there will be an election.

But the point is that the Ukrainians, at a moment where--There's only one leader at a time. We consolidate around that leader. We may not like some stuff. We're Ukrainians--we're going to criticize them if we want, but we know what we're doing. There's only one captain right now of this team, and we've got to go with it.

Mak: This encapsulates the Ukrainian worldview, by the way. No one beats up on our president except us. (Laughs.)

Karatnycky: Exactly.

Frum: Last question for you both, and particularly for Adrian: You've been following the U.S.-Ukrainian relationship so long, and you know who the friends are. They seem very quiet. There are people in the Senate who, if you talk to them, they're all Ukraine all the time when the cameras are off and they feel there are no listening devices pointed in their direction. But the moment Trump turns his baleful glare upon them, they go quiet. What is your sense of the state of play in Washington to support and assist Ukraine?

Karatnycky: Yeah, I mean, I do think that the most important thing is: I think the Republican electorate is there. I think it's a matter of cost. I think it's the shift. If Europe picks up a huge amount of that bill, I think you solve a lot of the problems with the MAGA-voter electorate. But I think they're still afraid of challenging the president and of being primaried. So it's inexplicable for members of Congress who have a six-year window--or members of the Senate, who have that longer timeframe--who nevertheless are cowardly.

But we see people like Thom Tillis who have some differences with the president. They understand that they cannot survive without being Trump adjacent. At the moment, it's a little easier for these guys to be Trump adjacent because Trump has said a few tougher words, but I think that's the problem. The problem is not so much that MAGA is against Ukraine. I don't think that's the case. I think it's the case that if the president turns against them--and I think that's the reason that they're circumspect. You know, the MAGA electorate will vote for the designated candidate of the president, no matter what.

Frum: What about the Democrats? Do they remain solid? I mean, we've noticed that in light of the Israel-Gaza war, there has been a rise of the return of the--isolationist is really the wrong word, but the--nervous wing of the Democratic Party. They seem to be more vociferous than they used to be. Does any of that affect the Democratic Party's past support of Ukraine and threaten to limit it in the future?

Karatnycky: Well, we've never had absolute--whenever there was a, quote, "bipartisan foreign policy" during the Cold War, it was usually 80 percent of one party and 40 percent of the other party. So we've never had that kind of absolute unity. And there will be different tendencies. But I think the predominant tendency in both electorates is to support Ukraine. And I think that in the Democratic congressional and Senate delegations, there is overwhelming support. And these are kind of minor, fringe tendencies.

But even if over time Ukraine loses 10 or 15 or 20 percent of the Democratic congressional delegations, Ukraine cannot be sustained only by the support of the Democratic Party. It will need to have some substantial Republican support in the long term for legislation, especially if we get back to a government where you don't have, like in Ukraine, a rubber-stamp parliament.

Frum: Last question for Tim. Tim, how sophisticated are Ukrainians, both politicians and everyday people, at reading the politics of the United States? Are they able to discern the difference between a Trump, a Vance, their coterie, and where most Americans are?

Mak: I've often observed that Ukrainians are more adept at understanding American politics than Americans are.

Frum: (Laughs.)

Mak: I mean, they're talking about subcommittee hearings in the Congress, and they're talking about the two-thirds majority for various changes that need to be adopted. But, like, you can understand why they're so interested in American politics. Their lives depend on it. And you would pay attention to a foreign country's government a lot more closely if that was the difference between a drone flying near or at your building at night or not, right? So they're very much interested in the minutiae of American government. They share the J. D. Vance memes. They are very much in touch with what's happening in the American political discourse, in some ways more than your average American.

Frum: So it's not impossible that someday they forgive us.

Mak: It's not impossible. I would say that for now, there's a huge, huge grudge that will need to be overcome.

Karatnycky: But there's a lot of not forgiving. There's also not forgiving for some of the revelations about the Biden administration thinking about not giving to Ukraine too many weapons to prevail. So there will be a long, long attempt to chew through all this stuff and to kind of absorb it and to think about it. I don't think anti-Americanism has risen in any substantial way, but I think more of a kind of nationalism, that We have to rely on ourselves--that is the main, predominant trend, less of this kind of reliance on what the big powers will do.

Frum: Thank you both so much for taking the time, and thank you for your years of work and expertise on this issue, which you have so generously shared today. Bye-bye.

Mak: Thank you, David.

Karatnycky: Thank you.

[Music]

Frum: Thank you so much to Tim Mak and Adrian Karatnycky for their candor. I want to salute both of them in their physical courage. Tim reports every day from Ukraine; Adrian is a frequent visitor. As we have seen from the terrible onslaught of July 31, everyone in Ukraine, everyone especially in the capital city of Kyiv, is a potential target. Our two guests today have volunteered--Tim, full-time; Adrian, often--to be targets of that potential retaliation. It takes a lot of courage to be in Ukraine. It takes a lot of courage to stand for Ukraine, and I thank them both for their candor and their courage.

If you appreciate dialogues like this, I hope you'll subscribe to, share, advance, promote this podcast on any platform that you'd like to use. Remember always that the best way to support the work of this podcast and all of us at The Atlantic is by subscribing to The Atlantic. I sincerely hope you'll consider doing that.

My thanks to you for watching, and I look forward to seeing you here again soon on The David Frum Show, whether you watch or whether you listen.

Thank you so much. Goodbye.

[Music]

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

I'm David Frum. Thank you for listening.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/podcasts/archive/2025/08/david-frum-show-ukraine-tim-mak-adrian-karatnycky/683772/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Where Have the Proud Boys Gone?

The Trump administration has left them with little to do.

by Ali Breland


Enrique Tarrio, the former leader of the Proud Boys, was pardoned by President Donald Trump in January. (Joe Raedle / Getty)



Last week, the Department of Homeland Security debuted a recruitment strategy to expand the ranks of ICE: sign-on bonuses. Thanks to a rush of cash from the One Big Beautiful Bill Act, the department announced that it's offering up to $50,000 to newly hired federal law-enforcement agents. The offer caught the eye of one group that seemed to be particularly pleased by the government's exciting career opportunity. On Telegram, an account linked to the Toledo, Ohio, chapter of the Proud Boys declared: "Toledo Boys living high on the hog right now!!"



Whether members of the extremist group have pursued job openings at ICE, much less been hired and handed a big check, is unclear. I asked the Toledo chapter whether its members are applying to work for the government, but I didn't hear back. Tricia McLaughlin, a Department of Homeland Security spokesperson, said in an email that "any individual who desires to join ICE will undergo intense background investigations and security clearances--no exception." But the Toledo Proud Boys' enthusiasm for the work, if nothing else, is telling. The Trump administration is enacting a mass-deportation campaign centered around aggression and cruelty. The Proud Boys are staunchly against undocumented immigrants, and have repeatedly intimidated and physically antagonized their enemies (during the first Trump administration, they often got into fights with left-wing protesters). The group's ideals are being pursued--but by ICE and the government itself.

Trump's deportations aren't what they seem

There was every reason to believe that the Proud Boys would run wild in Donald Trump's second term. On his first day back in the White House, Trump pardoned everyone who was convicted for crimes related to the insurrection on January 6, 2021--including roughly 100 known members of the Proud Boys and other extremist organizations. They had received some of the harshest sentences tied to the Capitol riot: All 14 people who were still in prison when Trump returned to office were affiliated with either the Proud Boys or the Oath Keepers. At the time, a terrorism expert at the Council on Foreign Relations warned that the pardons "could be catastrophic for public safety," sending a message to extremist groups that violence in the name of MAGA "is legal and legitimate." Enrique Tarrio, the former leader of the Proud Boys who himself was pardoned, announced that there would be hell to pay: "I'm happy that the president is focusing not on retribution, and focusing on success," he said on Infowars, "but I will tell you that I'm not gonna play by those rules."



Six months later, though, the Proud Boys have been surprisingly quiet. According to data from the Armed Conflict Location & Event Data (ACLED), a nonprofit that tracks political violence, the Proud Boys have been less active in 2025 than over the preceding several years. Since his release, Tarrio's most prominent action has been helping launch "ICERAID," a website that pays people in crypto in exchange for reporting undocumented immigrants. Tarrio, who did not respond to an interview request through a lawyer, also co-hosts frequent livestreams on X. In one episode of a livestream last month, Tarrio nursed a cigarette while a man who identified himself only as "Patriot Rob" waxed nostalgic about how inescapable the Proud Boys once were. In 2020, members of the militant group showed up at anti-lockdown rallies across the country, clashed with racial-justice protesters, and earned a shout-out from Trump himself during a presidential debate. (The Proud Boys so frequently traveled to Washington, D.C., for various kinds of protests in 2020 that Politico wrote about their favorite bar.) Now, Patriot Rob said on the livestream, "there's very few of us left."

It's unclear how many Proud Boy chapters there are today, but some seem to be defunct: Those in Philadelphia and Michigan have let their websites turn into dead links and stopped posting on Telegram, the social platform of choice for most Proud Boys. I reached out to 10 Proud Boy chapters and requested interviews. None was willing to speak with me. After I told a Miami chapter that I had spoken with experts on the current state of the Proud Boys, someone who identified himself only as "Alex" responded: "Experts' lol Experts at what? Sucking cock Y'all can go fuck yourselves!" The East Tennessee Chapter, perhaps mistaking my name for a woman's, replied by saying, "We're going to request some nudes in order to confirm your identity ?."

The Proud Boys have not disappeared. They have been spotted at a "Tesla Takedown" event in Salem, Oregon; marched with anti-abortion activists in San Francisco; and confronted protesters outside of the "Alligator Alcatraz" ICE facility. Other right-wing groups have been more active. After the Texas floods last month, a leader of the Patriot Front claimed that the extremist group was involved in recovery efforts to help "European peoples." Patriot Front, which has also held several marches across the country since the start of Trump's second term, remains a small organization. Estimates put its membership at 200 to 300 people, compared with the thousands that researchers believe are, or at least were, in the Proud Boys. On the whole, militia groups are "keeping it low-key," Amy Cooter, the deputy director and a co-founder of the Institute for Countering Digital Extremism, told me. Since the start of the year, ACLED has recorded 108 extremist protests nationwide--not even half as many as at this point in 2022. This is not entirely unexpected. As my colleague Adrienne LaFrance has reported, in the 1990s, a surge of militia activity and white nationalism appeared to die down after the Oklahoma City bombing--but those movements never disappeared; they simply moved underground.

Read: The new anarchy

Today, part of the reason for the apparent decline is that even after Trump's pardons, far-right groups are still dealing with the hangover of January 6. Militia groups have always been relatively splintered, but the insurrection exacerbated the fissures. Some Oath Keeper groups are divided on whether their leader, Stewart Rhodes, went too far on January 6, when he rallied Oath Keepers to breach the Capitol, Cooter said. Some members have been vocal about leaving the organization, citing Rhodes's leadership. In 2022, the Southern Poverty Law Center recorded five active Oath Keepers chapters, down from 70 in 2020. (The number of current chapters is not clear.)



Meanwhile, the Proud Boys fractured in 2021, after Reuters uncovered court records indicating that Tarrio had served as an informant to local and federal law enforcement before the group was founded. ("I don't recall any of this," Tarrio told Reuters at the time.) Many Proud Boys chapters disavowed him, including part of his own in Miami. The city now has two separate chapters, an anti-Tarrio and a pro-Tarrio one. In January, I emailed the Toledo Proud Boys chapter to ask about Tarrio. I received an unattributed reply expressing disappointment that Tarrio had "turned his back and squealed on brothers." I reached back out this week, and received a similar response: "Tarrio is a rat, punk, and low life!" The respondent also said this: "You breland, are exactly what President Trump said. .fake news! I'm sure you preferred the last potatoe!" (I asked if by "the last potato," the account meant Joe Biden. "Ahhh yes. .SMH," the respondent said. "You know. .the illegitimate one! The stolen election one! The one who wandered around aimlessly!")



The bigger reason that these far-right groups remain underground is that the Trump administration's aggressive agenda has left them with little to do. One of the motivating issues for the Proud Boys, Oath Keepers, and other extremist groups is strong opposition to undocumented immigrants. After the presidential election, a leader of the Texas chapter of the Three Percenters, a militia group, reportedly wrote to Trump to offer manpower in enacting mass deportations. But ICE and other federal agencies are engaging in forceful action against immigrants backed by the state in a way that surpasses what the Oath Keepers or the Proud Boys could ever do. ICE agents, not far-right militias, are the ones who have smashed through car windows, thrown people into unmarked vans, and detained them indefinitely.



Even apart from immigration, "groups are taking a hands-off approach right now because their interests are often aligned with the government," Freddy Cruz, a researcher at the Western States Center, a nonprofit that tracks extremism, told me. The Proud Boys was started in 2016 in part to double down on traditional gender norms. Gavin McInnes, the group's founder, has described the Proud Boys as a "pro-Western fraternity" for men who "long for the days when girls were girls and men were men." The Proud Boys' extreme pro-male views are less distinct than they once were, as MAGA has embraced Andrew Tate and other openly misogynistic figures of the so-called manosphere. As a result, the Proud Boys have one less point to rally around.



Still, the Proud Boys and other right-wing militias might not stay underground forever. Under the right conditions, they could surge once again. "These groups are really responsive to news cycles," Cooter said. They have specific flash points--immigration, the Second Amendment, and supposed "election integrity"--that can mobilize them in certain contexts, she explained. The Proud Boys, Oath Keepers, and other established far-right groups still have infrastructure, a durable brand name, and the precedent that Trump might pardon them if things go awry. In May, Tarrio was reportedly invited to Mar-a-Lago, where he briefly spoke with Trump. Newer groups continue to organize. Patriot Front, for example, has teamed up with "Active Clubs," a loose network of white supremacists and neo-Nazis who run their own mixed-martial-arts fight clubs. Together, all of this could help give extremist groups a head start that they didn't have in the first Trump administration, when the Proud Boys and many other militia groups began to find their footing. The pieces are there, even if the moment isn't yet.
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Captain Ron's Guide to Fearless Flying

The pilot who calms the nerves of anxious fliers

by Elaine Godfrey




On a hot Saturday evening in May, I reported to Terminal 4 of Phoenix's Sky Harbor airport. There, in a small conference room behind an unmarked door, I put on a name tag and joined 18 other nervous-looking people hoping to be cured by Captain Ron.

Captain Ron (real name Ron Nielsen) is a 78-year-old former commercial pilot who teaches a free class for nervous fliers roughly once a month. He has the wholesome look of a small-town minister: rectangular glasses, short-cropped white hair, and a whimsical tuft sticking out of each nostril. He's like the aviation equivalent of Rick Steves--the kind of guy who, after a class that goes particularly well, exclaims, "It should be against the law to have that much fun!"

A fear of flying, Captain Ron explained, is nothing to be ashamed of. "You're not broken." The anxiety looks different for different people. Some worry mostly about external factors, such as crashes and terrorism. Others dread a panic attack--and how fellow passengers might react to it.

Sitting next to me was a retiree named Mike who had been coming to Captain Ron's class regularly to address his claustrophobia ahead of a long-anticipated flight: a two-hour trip to Reno to visit his grandson. Across the table, Stephanie and her husband, whom she'd brought along for moral support, were planning a trip to Cambodia. "Over water," someone across the room offered. Stephanie's eyes were wide. We understood completely.

Lots of people suffer from a fear of flying, including at least 25 million of us in the United States, according to the Cleveland Clinic. Our worries are often dismissed as irrational--planes are much safer than cars, etc. But a recent succession of terrifying airplane incidents has only seemed to validate our phobia--most notably, the crash landing of the Air India Dreamliner that killed 241 people on board in early June, which came just a few months after the midair collision that killed 67 people near my home airport, just outside Washington, D.C.

Recent events notwithstanding, most aviation fears boil down to a lack of control, Elaine Iljon Foreman, a clinical psychologist and co-author of Fly Away Fear, told me. Sometimes these fears are triggered or exacerbated by a specific flying experience, or major life changes. Alex, a 42-year-old IT manager who sat near me in class, said that he developed his fear of flying when his wife was pregnant with their twins. The couple were forced to fly twice from Phoenix to Los Angeles for medical care to save the pregnancy, and for Alex, it was a traumatic experience.

I'd experienced 21 years of unmemorable flights before my own fear of flying took hold. In May 2015, I was traveling from my home state of Iowa to New York City for a summer internship. I was already nervous about moving, and then, somewhere above Illinois, the plane hit a patch of turbulence and dropped what felt like a thousand feet. Several people screamed. For the first time in my life, I began to experience what I would later understand to be panic: My face and neck went clammy, and black spots filled my vision. At one point, an overhead bin popped open and a few unbuckled passengers smacked their head on the ceiling. They were all okay, and, physically, so was I. But I had unlocked a new fear.

I've been a white-knuckle flier ever since. Upon boarding, I proceed down the aisle like a bride heading to a doomed marriage, quietly assessing my fellow passengers for trustworthiness, should a crash require us to forge a Lost-style alliance of survivors. At the first bump, my palms start to sweat and my calf muscles tighten. In particularly rough air, when the pilot urges the flight attendants to please take their seats, I begin to administer my own last rites--You've had a good run, my brain whispers--and fire off a few farewell notes to loved ones: "Really bad up here," I text my boyfriend. "Love you." Once, on my way to a friend's wedding, I was so overcome with anxiety that I passed out at the gate, my body folding over my suitcase like a wilted flower.

For a while, I considered a flightless future. But the cost was too high. I remembered Royce White, the Iowa State basketball player whose fear of flying required him to drive hundreds of miles to away games, and contributed to the end of his NBA career. I thought of a longtime family friend named Betty whose aerophobia I had always interpreted as an abiding love for trains. Betty regularly traveled between Iowa and Florida via Amtrak sleeper car, a journey that took 96 hours, required layovers in Chicago and D.C., and cost approximately $4,000.

I've kept flying, but many of the others in Captain Ron's class hadn't. Alex had flown only once since his wife gave birth (the twins are in grade school now). Mike, the claustrophobic retiree, told me that on a recent attempt to fly, he took an Ambien and drank a few shots of whiskey, yet he remained too terrified to board. Tired and tipsy, he had to call his daughter for a ride home.

The main portion of Captain Ron's class took place on a stationary Southwest airplane. After introductions, he handed out boarding passes bearing our names but no destination, and together we marched warily from the ticketing area through security. At gate D-13, a Southwest agent led us down the jet bridge and onto a waiting Boeing 737 Max 8 and, once we were seated, made a formal boarding announcement: "Good evening and welcome aboard Southwest Airlines Flight 1234, with service to nowhere!"

For the next hour, Captain Ron stood in the aisle and delivered a lecture that flitted between airplane trivia and personal anecdotes. We learned how much time is generally required for a plane to become airborne (35 to 45 seconds) and how much fuel planes typically carry for domestic flights (more than enough to get to their destination). We were reminded that turbulence, while unpleasant, is not dangerous. We learned about strategies for overpowering our emotional "elephant brain" with our logical "rider brain." If we needed an "actionable task" to distract ourselves during takeoff, Captain Ron suggested journaling about our anxiety or quizzing a travel companion with rapid-fire math problems. Together, we inhaled for four seconds and exhaled for six. Sometimes, we learned, it helps to breathe through a straw.

Read: Fear of flying is different now

Very little seemed to crack Captain Ron's cheery exterior, including questions about the recent air-travel incidents. Newark airport had just experienced a brief radar blackout, and on the same day our class was held, the aviation hub was having air-traffic-control staffing issues. A student asked Captain Ron whether people should be worried. "Great one, great one," he said. Airports, he explained, reduce the number of planes in the air if there aren't enough controllers to keep people flying safely. (A few days after our class, NBC News reported that, according to an anonymous Newark air-traffic controller, the airport had lost radio contact with pilots multiple times in recent months. "I can't tell you that that's a desirable situation," Captain Ron told me by phone. But pilots "have procedures" for this.)

After an hour together on the plane, we disembarked and took a group photo at the entrance to the jet bridge. A few of my classmates would be back in a month, to commune again with other anxious fliers and spend another hour on a plane hearing Captain Ron's soothing words. For some, just sitting on that grounded plane is a form of exposure therapy. I wished I could join them.




The irony was not lost on me that attending my fear-of-flying class required taking two long plane rides. But the next morning I was feeling confident, and decided to forgo my usual Xanax before the flight home. Captain Ron had advised me to try boarding early, to meet the pilots, something I had assumed only a child could do.

In the cockpit, I told the captain and first officer that I hated turbulence. "That's what everybody seems to be afraid of," the captain said, laughing. "It's never caused a problem." I smiled politely. The first officer explained that he often falls asleep when he flies as a passenger--"and I wake up when we touch down!" Very helpful.

At my seat, I focused on Captain Ron's actionable tasks. I timed our takeoff, which took exactly 40 seconds. I journaled my feelings, and listened to an audio recording created by Captain Ron called "Harmonizer," a 32-minute cacophony of sounds and hypnotic phrases meant to desensitize and distract your brain. ("No more fears, no more suffering," Captain Ron says on the recording. "I've had it, and now I'm changing. Today's the day!") For a more absorbing diversion, I watched a few episodes of a smutty Netflix drama about British prep schoolers.

Halfway through the flight, the plane hit a rough patch, and my skin grew clammy. What if I had distracted the pilots from their preflight checklist? Soon there was a new bout of bumps, this time bigger. My chest tightened, and I tried to breathe in for four seconds and out for six.

I thought of one of my classmates, Irene, who told me she practices accepting her lack of control by reminding herself that the universe does "what it's going to do." I tried to achieve a similar state of acceptance. After a few minutes, my heartbeat slowed.

The flight turned out to be one of my bumpiest, and therefore most unpleasant, in recent memory. Captain Ron had not fixed me. But I was a slightly different flier. I had learned some new tools for managing my fear. And I'd come to view that fear as something other than a shameful secret. Yes, I'd been anxious. But I had flown to Arizona. I'd eaten carne asada, hiked the Big Butte Loop, and laughed at the name "Big Butte Loop." I had faced my discomfort--and boarded the plane anyway.

A few days after I returned to D.C., my classmate Alex was set to fly to Chicago with his family--his first airplane trip in years. I texted him the night before to say that I was thinking of him. When I didn't hear back, I worried that his fear had once again gotten in the way. Then, late the following afternoon, I received a text. It was a picture of distant red-sandstone hills--Phoenix's Papago Park--from a tiny airplane window.



This article appears in the September 2025 print edition with the headline "Captain Ron's Guide to Fearless Flying." When you buy a book using a link on this page, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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How Many Times Can Science Funding Be Canceled?

Whether or not Congress cuts NIH's budget, the Trump administration has devastated its ability to operate.

by Katherine J. Wu




Last week, the National Institutes of Health finally got some good news. A Senate subcommittee voted, with support from both parties, to increase the agency's $48 billion budget--a direct rebuke to the Trump administration's proposed budget, which would have slashed the agency's funding some 40 percent. After the administration spent months battering the NIH with funding freezes, mass firings, and waves of grant terminations, that Senate vote was one of the only clear signals since January that at least some leaders in the U.S. government were committed to preserving the NIH's status as the world's largest public funder of biomedical research.



But inside the agency, officials could not wholeheartedly celebrate. Its political leadership has shredded the NIH playbook so thoroughly, current and former NIH officials told me, that even at current funding levels they are unable to perform their core work of vetting and powering some of the best scientific research around the world. One official told me many of their co-workers are worried that "even if we get the money, we won't be allowed to spend it somehow." (Several of the current and former NIH officials I spoke with for this story requested anonymity for fear of professional repercussions.)



At this point in the summer, NIH officials are always rushing to spend the agency's remaining funds before the fiscal year ends on September 30. "More grants get processed during the fourth quarter than at any other time," one former NIH official who oversaw grants told me. Usually, they make the deadline. This year, though, the Trump administration's blocks to grant-making and cuts to staff have left those remaining so far behind that many of the agency's 27 institutes and centers will fall far short of using up the money they've been allocated, several officials told me.



If those funds are unspent, the NIH will be forced to return a massive sum to the Treasury--which several current and former NIH officials are afraid could be used to justify future budget cuts. The administration "is setting them up to fail," the former official told me. In the United States, government agencies need Congress to fund them, but the executive branch still runs them. The Trump administration is no longer allowing the NIH to function as an agency that can handle a $47 billion budget.



When reached for comment, an NIH spokesperson wrote in an email that the agency is "committed to restoring academic freedom, cutting red tape, and accelerating the delivery of grants to support rigorous, truth-based science," and that it is "focused on empowering our workforce, removing bureaucratic obstacles, and fostering a culture of transparency and collaboration." The officials operating under these principles see it differently: "It is an ongoing siege," one of them told me. "We're losing all capacity to act," another said. "And we are losing hope." For decades, the NIH's primary function has been distributing billions of dollars--the bulk of its budget--to the American biomedical-research community. This year, though, the agency's ability to get its funds out the door has faltered in ways it never has before: A STAT analysis found that, as of mid-June, the agency has awarded 12,000 fewer grants and about 30 percent less in funding--at least $4.7 billion--than it typically would have by that point in the year.



To mete out those funds, the agency pores over at least tens of thousands of grant applications every year, subjecting them to reviews from multiple panels of experts; only about 20 percent are funded, or sometimes far less. The agency then monitors researchers' progress, disbursing funds incrementally over the course of several years. But since January, political appointees "have been successfully clogging up the system in every place it could be clogged," Sarah Kobrin, a branch chief at the National Cancer Institute, told me. The administration has blocked the agency from notifying researchers of new funding opportunities; it has held up the meetings required for reviewing applications. It has instructed officials to scour grant applications for references to diversity, gender, climate change, and other concepts that the current political leaders want to erase from scientific inquiry, then to sideline those proposals. It has frozen payments meant to go out to researchers, essentially cutting them and their staff off from their salaries. And it has, over months, pushed the NIH to cancel grants that the agency had already awarded, at a scale NIH officials told me they've never experienced--thousands of grants canceled not, as in the past, for ethical violations or because logistical hurdles made the research impossible to advance, but because they conflicted with the administration's political goals.



Many of these disruptions have been reversed, in some cases, within days or even hours. But at an agency where policy changes have typically been painstaking, heavily deliberated affairs, the onslaught of sudden shifts has left officials feeling exhausted, afraid, and hamstrung--unable to fund science at the rate they once could. "No one can function under this kind of whiplash," Kobrin told me. "People are joking about getting neck braces."



Last Tuesday, officials endured yet another jarring U-turn. First, news broke that the Office of Management and Budget had barred the NIH from spending its funds on anything but staff salaries and expenses--yet another blow to grant-making that effectively guaranteed that the agency's already sluggish spending would completely stagnate. Then, hours later, senior White House officials intervened to reverse the decision. The second round of information arrived so late at night, Kobrin told me, that the next morning, several of her colleagues hadn't yet gotten the message and were scrambling to rejigger their spending plans.



The back-and-forth over grant cancellations has been especially demoralizing. When the grant terminations began, two grants-management officials told me, officials were forbidden from communicating with researchers, even as their voicemails and inboxes flooded with panicked questions. "It was like dumping someone over text, and then blocking their number and ghosting them," one of them said. That policy is no longer in place, but this means officials instead must tell researchers their funding has been paused or permanently severed, and struggle to explain why. After spending months cutting funds to researchers, many grants-management specialists then had to undo that work in a matter of days, after a federal judge ordered the agency to immediately reinstate hundreds of grants. And should the Supreme Court rule in the administration's favor, "many of us figure we're going to have to re-terminate all these grants anyway," one grants-management official told me. That official has now helped award, terminate, then reinstate multiple grants--and may need to help terminate them again soon. In the meantime, officials are operating on two distinct sets of guidance: rules that apply to grants awarded to scientists in states subject to the recent court order, and Trump administration guidance that still holds everywhere else.



The job of "NIH official" has simply gotten much harder. New guidance arrives at odd hours, with impractical deadlines. Several upheavals have rippled through the agency via closed-door meetings and hallway rumors, instead of with clear paper trails. The guidance issued, multiple officials told me, has also felt absolutist--do this, or you're fired--while often coming off as so vague that, at times, different institutes have diverged in their interpretation, leaving funding policies inconsistent and officials unsure if they have made career-ending mistakes. "The environment is clearly, they're going to fire whoever they want for whatever reason they want," one grants-management specialist told me. And looming over each new change is the possibility that officials are, once again, being asked to do something of sufficiently questionable legality that a court will quickly block it.



Many officials have quit or been fired, and every month, more are choosing to leave. One official told me that they have attended as many "un-happy" hours in recent months to say good-bye to co-workers as they had been to over the past five years. "And those are just the ones I managed to go to--I was invited to more," the official said. "People just don't leave that much. Or they didn't."



Officials still at the agency told me that the pileup of new policies, combined with staff departures, has saddled them with heavier workloads. "We have more work to do with fewer people," one official told me. And what work remains, that official said, feels as though it's being done in molasses. "I cannot fulfill all the duties responsibly in the time required," Theresa Kim, a program officer at the National Institute of Aging, told me. Twenty of the grants in her portfolio were supposed to start paying out to researchers on June 1, she told me. But staffing cuts--especially losses from the grants-management team, which handles the budgetary aspect of grants--and endless back-and-forths over whether certain grants comported with new political priorities--meant that a funding process that should have taken just a couple of weeks had instead dragged on for months. As of this week, Kim said, 14 of those research teams had yet to receive their federal funds.



When I asked officials what it would take for the NIH to feel normal again, most of them didn't bring up the agency's budget at all. They instead described more philosophical changes. They wanted to do their work under clear guidance and a supportive director, without political interference or fear that their employment is constantly on the line. "Leave us alone," one official told me. "Let us do our jobs." Financially, the NIH--for now--remains intact. The Senate has also pushed back on the Trump administration's proposal to restructure the agency entirely. But the NIH is fast losing what turns out to be its most important resource: people.
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The Tech Novel's Warning for a Screen-Addled Age

Elaine Castillo's second book captures how profoundly technology can alienate people from their emotions.

by Sarah Rose Etter




A few years ago, my father died suddenly of a heart attack. The days that followed were harrowing. My mother, brother, and I wailed endlessly in my childhood home; I felt an exquisite sorrow, one I'd never known before. But a strange thing happened three days after he died. I was scrolling Instagram, looking at other, happier people. Suddenly, the house was silent. No one was crying. I looked up and realized that all three of us were on our phones, blue screens lighting up our faces, all of our feelings set on pause.

I've worked in tech for most of my life, and I know all of the facts: Phones are addictive; they can have the same impact on the brain as gambling; the internet is rewiring our attention span and pleasure centers. But I never grasped exactly how powerful technology was until the phones swallowed up my family's grief. And I can't lie--it was nice, for a moment, to stop the feeling.

The tech industry can be easy to hate--the erratic CEOs, the biased algorithms, the environmental damage. But beneath all of that is a gigantic, diverse workforce of people who found themselves working in the field--instead of in journalism, education, art--because they needed salaries and health care.

You might similarly roll your eyes at the "tech novel," which is frequently characterized by a sad main character working for a hot start-up or a mega-tech company, making decent money but largely alienated from society as they build a nefarious app. (See Josh Riedel's Please Report Your Bug Here or Claire Stanford's Happy for You. And yes, I even wrote one myself.)
 
 But the tech novel matters because technology has changed people's emotional and social lives. Scrolling is a seemingly infinite distraction: We might feel sad today, but we can just click through our phones until tomorrow. Scientists attribute the fact that Americans are spending more time alone partly to a rise in digital-technology usage. The tech novel could be the key to how we examine these shifts.

Read: What the gig economy does to a human

In Moderation, Elaine Castillo's sardonic new novel, Girlie Delmundo, the daughter of Filipino immigrants, works as a content moderator at a major tech company. Girlie's father is dead, and she needs the job because her mother is about to default on the mortgage for a house she bought just before the subprime-mortgage crisis. Castillo boils that moment in history down to a few paragraphs that are at once informative and blistering. At one point, she writes: "It was the age of rhinestones, the age of velour, the age of shock and awe, the age of that most rhinestone, most veloured, most shocking and awesome of all things: the adjustable rate mortgage."
 
 During her job interview, Girlie is shown a video of a girl pleasuring a man. She flags it as child-sexual-abuse material and is asked to validate her decision to an interview panel: "The socks feature an illustration of a main character from the animated Disney film Frozen," Girlie says. "Judging from the scale of the TV remote control next to her leg, I would estimate a girl's size three or four." She gets the job.

Girlie joins a team of content moderators who are mostly women of color, swiping through terrifying scenes at the company's offices in Las Vegas for enough money to keep their families afloat. Soon enough, she's the company's expert on child-sexual-abuse material, a grim honor. But for readers, the brutality of Girlie's work chronicles is offset by her personality--she's got machismo, smarts, swagger. She's the kind of woman who goes to a flashy big-budget work event, eats the sustainable caviar, and steals the mother-of-pearl spoon because "nobody said she couldn't."

Castillo makes clear, though, that Girlie's cool wit is a mask that helps her cope with the horrors she sees at work. Nothing appears to faze this woman; when she walks past a man on the street whom she's sure she's flagged as a child abuser, she has a moment of panic, then stoically brushes it off. As the narrator puts it: "No one was better than a content moderator at dissociation." But even masters of dissociation eventually begin to crack.

Girlie is soon offered a promotion with a salary she can't turn down. Her job is to find and eject anyone in a virtual-reality experience who is abusing the system--and users keep finding new, weird ways to do that. One of her targets is a child-trafficking ring; another is the "alarming number of people trying to have cybersex" on the platform. Moderation's VR takes users back in time to places such as the St. Louis World's Fair and the Villa Borghese, avoiding the cliches of future-focused Tron-like programs. Castillo's language when describing these virtual realities is transportive. When Girlie stands next to a co-worker at the virtual Trevi Fountain, Castillo describes the pair looking at the "sky, pink as a lip; at the creamy marble body of Oceanus upon his chariot. At his two horses, one wild, one tame; at the calm green waters, glowing with wishes." She made me feel like I was in Rome too.
 
 Along with Girlie's new job comes a new boss, a man who is smart and handsome enough to overwhelm Girlie with feelings she'd rather not have. It's a classic will-they-won't-they, but Girlie's love interest is just as withdrawn and work-focused as she is, which makes a potentially predictable storyline into something fresh.

Read: What does the literature of the working class look like?

As the novel progresses, Girlie's grief and pain--from the inhumane content she's viewed and the personal losses she's endured--rupture into the narrative in slight, devastating moments. Still, Girlie refuses to be weak. "I don't bleed on other people," she tells a doctor who runs therapy sessions for the company's moderators, after she has a sudden moment of vulnerability. "I make a point of it."
 
 I'm not sure I've ever read such a perfect rendering of a woman suppressing everything inside of her to earn a paycheck, to keep going, to get the job done. But of course, Girlie is trying to pull off a tightrope act, and her story's conclusion is inevitable. Her blossoming love for her boss, in particular, can't be denied forever. Eventually, slowly, a chain of tender moments between them builds to a cinematic resolution.

A novel is, at its best, a mirror for the mess of the human experience and all the feelings of love, despair, fear, longing, and grief that come with it. Moderation is that, and it is also a mirror for the modern world, a place where we hide from ourselves in numerous new ways: social media, situationships, video games, virtual reality. Girlie embodies that repression, and as the glossy surface of her character cracks, we catch glimpses of what lies beneath.

Most days, often with the help of one or more of those distractions, I try to forget that my father is dead. And I'm good at this, almost an expert. But sometimes, when I walk my dog on a sunny day, it hits me: my dad's laugh, his smell, the way he called me Pookie for some stupid reason. And I'll find myself on the sidewalk, in the sunshine, sobbing for him--all of the pain and beauty of it coming down on me at once, and feeling what an honor and a terror it is to be alive now, without my dad.
 
 Moderation is, at its core, a book about the moment when everything we've been repressing comes back to the surface. You can hide from yourself for only so long: until the work day ends, until your favorite show is over, until the feed runs out of content, until the digital tide recedes and all that is left is your broken, beautiful life.
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Trump Wasted No Time Derailing His Own AI Plan

The president is setting America back in a race he desperately wants to win.

by Thomas Wright




President Donald Trump recently released his plan for the United States to win the global race for AI dominance. The document has some good ideas about expanding domestic infrastructure, encouraging other countries to adopt American AI models, and imposing export controls on advanced semiconductor chips. But over the past few months, Trump has undermined his own goals and ceded much of America's leverage to foreign powers. By setting the U.S. back in the AI race, he has created a host of strategic vulnerabilities that will bedevil future presidents.

This backsliding is the result of a rapid ideological shift within the administration, which two men in particular have spurred: David Sacks, Trump's tech-billionaire AI czar, and Jensen Huang, the CEO of Nvidia and one of America's most powerful executives in the industry. To trace their growing influence on Trump, consider Nvidia's H20 chip.

In late 2023, Nvidia designed the H20 chip specifically for the Chinese market--a legal workaround to export controls that President Joe Biden had imposed. Nearly a year before the H20 was brought to market, OpenAI released a transformative large language model called o1, which employs the same kind of complex reasoning that the H20 chips were built to power. Practically overnight, the chips handed Beijing a significant competitive advantage. Biden was planning to outlaw their export to China but left office before he could. In April, Trump enacted the ban himself.

Around this time, the balance of power in the Trump administration began to tilt toward Sacks, who saw the H20 ban as counterproductive, both strategically and economically. He gradually gained a bureaucratic advantage: The right-wing provocateur Laura Loomer persuaded Trump to fire David Feith, an ideological opponent of Sacks who ran a directorate at the National Security Council focused on technology. The NSC itself was weakened and hollowed out. And, earlier this summer, the administration gutted the State Department's "tech envoy" office, which had supported export controls.

Read: Donald Trump is fairy-godmothering AI

Then, last month, Trump met with Huang in the White House. By this point, support within the administration for export controls had considerably softened, thanks in part to Sacks. Trump decided to lift the restrictions on the H20 chips, allowing their sale to China. Some observers assumed that the reversal was part of a trade deal and expected Beijing to offer some concession in return. But China insisted that Trump had made the decision unilaterally. Indeed, one day after Trump's announcement, the country imposed new export controls on electric-vehicle batteries.

In effect, the U.S. gave away leverage to China and got nothing back. But Sacks and Huang have defended the decision. They have argued that the sale of H20 chips in China would make the country dependent on American chips rather than encourage Chinese companies such as Huawei to develop their own. As Sacks put it, "We can deprive Huawei of having this giant market share in China that they can then use to scale up and compete globally." He credited Huang for "making the case publicly for competing in China, and there are a lot of merits to the argument." (Left unmentioned was Huang's obvious profit motive of selling his company's chips in one of the world's biggest markets.)

Their case is predicated on an unproven assumption: that China would otherwise be able to produce enough chips to compete internationally. In June, though, a senior Trump-administration official testified to Congress that Huawei would be able to produce only 200,000 chips this year--not enough to meet domestic demand, let alone keep pace with America. That's not for lack of trying. Beijing has spent about $150 billion since 2014 to expand its chip-making capacity. But it still can't make enough to equip a data center capable of training the most advanced AI models. The quality of China's chips also lagged behind that of Nvidia's.

Instead of hindering China, Trump's H20 reversal bailed it out. The country already had a largely superior electrical grid compared with America's, and is likely to be able to construct data centers more quickly. Its crucial shortcoming was computing power, which requires lots and lots of advanced chips. Now, thanks to the Trump administration, China is getting them.

Democrats rebuked the decision, and so did many Republicans. Late last month, 20 national-security experts--including Feith; Matt Pottinger, Trump's former deputy national security adviser; and several conservatives sympathetic to Trump--sent a letter to the administration calling the H20 reversal "a strategic misstep that endangers the United States' economic and military edge in artificial intelligence." Steve Bannon, Trump's former strategist, was less restrained in his critique. "American companies spent decades being made fools of, getting duped by the Chinese Communist Party transferring the crown jewels of our technology. For that they got nothing," Bannon told the Financial Times. "Unbelievably, the government is poised to make the same humiliating mistake, at the behest of companies that want to drive their own profits with zero concerns for the nation's security."

The H20 decision was not an isolated case. In May, Trump announced deals with the United Arab Emirates and Saudi Arabia to build some of the world's most advanced AI data centers on their soil. Some will be owned and run by American companies; others will be owned by local AI firms--Group 42 in the UAE and Humain in Saudi Arabia. Crucially, Trump also rescinded the Biden administration's "diffusion rule," which sought to limit the export of advanced AI chips and models. The move cleared the way for the UAE to import hundreds of thousands of Nvidia's chips. Saudi Arabia is set to deploy a smaller number of Nvidia chips, but it has ambitions to expand its capacity.

Unlike Trump, Biden seemed to understand that compute, the processing power needed to train advanced AI, is a scarce strategic asset that should be concentrated in the United States or its most trusted allies. The Biden administration also recognized that China might use its close ties to countries such as the UAE to access advanced chips. Even worse, China could acquire the "model weights" of advanced AI--the parameters that dictate how a model operates, like neurons in the brain that decide how to respond to different signals. If bad actors get their hands on a model's weights, they can reconstruct them for their own purposes.

Read: A disaster for American innovation

Speaking in Saudi Arabia in May, Sacks acknowledged the importance of preventing chips from reaching "countries of concern." But he suggested that this would be easy to accomplish. "All one would have to do," Sacks said, "is send someone to a data center and count the server racks to make sure that the chips are still there." It was a convenient dismissal. Counting hundreds of thousands of chips is no simple task, and regimes in the Middle East could decide to give China remote access to their chips. Sacks also did not mention the concern about model weights, which may prove to be an even greater vulnerability.

There are some signs that the Trump administration may be doubting its own decision. In June, Reuters reported that the UAE deal is "far from resolved," according to five sources briefed on the project, because of outstanding questions related to security and enforcement. Four of the sources said "U.S. officials remain cautious about the UAE's close relationship with China."

There is an even more significant concern, though. Building what may be the world's most important complex of data centers in the UAE--and, perhaps later, in Saudi Arabia--means placing some of America's most important strategic assets in the world's most geopolitically volatile region, within range of Iranian drones and missiles. For the Gulf states, these risks only sweeten the deal. If the U.S. senses that its vital infrastructure is in danger, it will be more likely to rush to their defense. (Indeed, Saudi Arabia has even proposed giving the centers the protected status of U.S. embassies, and the UAE could follow suit.) In this way, the data centers would offer a silicon shield for the Middle East nations, as well as grant them significant leverage in their relations with both America and China. Moreover, the deal threatens to pull the U.S. further into the region, at a time when successive administrations have tried to focus on the Indo-Pacific.

If AI becomes nearly as powerful as some of its inventors believe it will, the data centers it relies on must be built in America, where the government can better ensure that basic safety and national-security concerns are taken into account. Diverting massive quantities of advanced chips to subsidized data centers in the Middle East could make that functionally impossible. There just aren't enough chips to go around.

Trump's H20 reversal and Middle East deals could be just the beginning. The Financial Times recently reported that the Trump administration had "frozen restrictions on technology exports to China to avoid hurting trade talks with Beijing and help President Donald Trump secure a meeting with President Xi Jinping this year." On a visit to China last month, Huang said, "I hope to get more advanced chips into China than the H20." Beijing is pushing to ease more restrictions.

The Trump administration's AI plan is a sophisticated document with some sound aims, but the administration's recent actions have cut against them and made winning the AI race much harder. Providing China with advanced chips and prioritizing next-generation data centers in the Middle East over ones built in America could have enormous negative consequences, ones that subsequent administrations may not be able to reverse.
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<em>The Atlantic</em>'s September Cover Story: Anne Applebaum Reports From Sudan, "This Is What the End of the Liberal World Order Looks Like"

Applebaum's story is accompanied by original photography by Lynsey Addario




For The Atlantic's September cover story, "This Is What the End of the Liberal World Order Looks Like," staff writer Anne Applebaum reports from Sudan, where a devastating civil war has plunged the country into anarchy. As Applebaum documents, the retreat of USAID has only exacerbated the humanitarian catastrophe. Sudan's suffering, she writes, offers a stark preview of what will follow the collapse of the liberal world order and the retreat of U.S. leadership: not a more just world, but a descent into nihilistic violence. Applebaum's narrative is accompanied by original photography by the acclaimed photojournalist Lynsey Addario.
 
 Statistics are sometimes used to express the scale of the destruction in Sudan: About 14 million people have been displaced by years of fighting, more than in Ukraine and Gaza combined; at least 150,000 people have died in the conflict; half the population, nearly 25 million people, is expected to go hungry this year, with hundreds of thousands of people directly threatened with starvation; and more than 17 million children, out of 19 million, are not in school. But as Applebaum writes, no statistics can express the sense of pointlessness, of meaninglessness, that the war has left behind alongside the physical destruction: "The end of the liberal world order is a phrase that gets thrown around a lot in conference rooms and university lecture halls in places like Washington and Brussels... but this theoretical idea has become reality. The liberal world order has already ended in Sudan, and there isn't anything to replace it."
 
 Among the many sources of the ongoing conflict, foreign influence is also to blame: "The disappearance of any form of international order has left Sudan as the focus of intense competition among countries that are not superpowers but rather middle powers. The middle powers send money and weapons into Sudan, hoping to shape the outcome of the conflict. Some take part in the war of ideas. Some want gold. Some are there because their rivals are there, and Sudan is a good place to fight." Turkish, Egyptian, Saudi, Emirati, Qatari, Russian, Iranian, and Ukrainian interests intersect and overlap, helping make Sudan, like Yemen and Libya, a place where antagonists from around the planet fund violent proxy wars, at the expense of the people who live there. The Chinese hover in the background, looking for business deals. Sudan's strategic location on the Red Sea, one of the world's most important shipping lanes, attracts everyone too. Meanwhile, the countries that might once have banded together to stop the fighting have lost interest or capacity. The institutions that might have helped broker a cease-fire are too weak, and can't or won't help. "We live in a very interesting, many people call it, new world order," Abdalla Hamdok, the former Sudanese prime minister, told Applebaum. "The world we got to know--the consensus, the Pax Americana, the post-Second World War consensus--is just no more."
 
 Applebaum concludes, "Violence inspired and fueled by multiple outsiders has already destroyed Syria, Libya, and Yemen, and is spreading in Chad, Ethiopia, South Sudan, and beyond. Greed, nihilism, and transactionalism are reshaping the politics of the rich world too. As old rules and norms fall away, they are not replaced by a new structure. They are replaced by nothing."
 
 Anne Applebaum's "This Is What the End of the Liberal World Order Looks Like" was published today at TheAtlantic.com. Please reach out with any questions or requests to interview Applebaum about her reporting.
 
 Press contacts:
 Anna Bross and Paul Jackson | The Atlantic
 press@theatlantic.com
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What, Exactly, Is the 'Russia Hoax'?

To start with, it's not a hoax.

by David A. Graham




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

One of Donald Trump's tells is his talk of the "Russia hoax." When that phrase passes his lips, it's a sign that the president is agitated about something.

In the past two weeks, for example, as questions about the administration's handling of files related to Jeffrey Epstein have dominated headlines, Trump has been talking often about "the Russia, Russia, Russia hoax, and many other hoaxes too," as he put it in an interview with Newsmax on Friday. Tulsi Gabbard, the director of national intelligence, also released documents last week that her office said shed new light on this "Russia hoax." Attorney General Pam Bondi has reportedly ordered a grand-jury investigation into claims that Obama-administration officials broke laws while investigating Russian interference in the 2016 presidential election.

The DNI's office doesn't explain exactly what the "Russia hoax" is, and for good reason. First, although the phrase has achieved talismanic status in Trump world, it has no set definition, because Trump keeps changing the meaning. Second, and more important, it's not a hoax.

Here's what is not in dispute: The United States intelligence community concluded that Russia sought to meddle in the 2016 election and, according to a GOP-led Senate investigation, wanted to help Trump. As Special Counsel Robert Mueller wrote in a report summarizing his findings, "The Russian government interfered in the 2016 presidential election in sweeping and systematic fashion." Trump's son Donald Trump Jr., his son-in-law Jared Kushner, and his campaign chair Paul Manafort met at Trump Tower in June 2016 with Russians who they believed would hand over "dirt" on Hillary Clinton. (Steve Bannon--Steve Bannon!--called the meeting "treasonous.") A Trump 2016-campaign aide boasted to an Australian diplomat that Russia was trying to help the Trump campaign, and then lied about his Russian contacts to FBI agents. Trump publicly called on Russia to hack Clinton's emails in July 2016--jokingly, he has since said--and Russian agents attempted to do so that very day, according to the Justice Department. Hackers who the U.S. government believes were connected to Russia obtained emails from a number of Democratic Party officials and leaked them publicly, and Trump pal Roger Stone was apparently forewarned about some. Major tech companies, including Facebook and Twitter (now X), also confirmed that they had detected dubious Russian activity.

In spite of all of this evidence, or perhaps because of it, Trump has loudly insisted that it's all a hoax. He's used the phrase off and on since spring 2017, though he's changed what he means. For a time, he made the claim--without evidence then, and without any since--that the federal government under Barack Obama had wiretapped or improperly surveilled him. At other times, he has claimed that the whole thing is a "witch hunt." Often, he generically used the term hoax to refer to any allegations about Russian involvement in the 2016 election. He even sued the Pulitzer Prize Board over a statement honoring reporting on connections between the Trump campaign and Russia. (The case is ongoing.)

His attempts to instill doubt have been assisted by the fact that some of the wilder rumors and reports concerning his campaign didn't turn out to be true. Carter Page, a Trump campaign adviser, was a bit of an eccentric character but not a traitor, as some suggested, much less the key to unraveling any grand conspiracy. Trump was probably not communicating with a Russian bank via a mysterious server. He was almost certainly not a longtime Russian-intelligence asset. The so-called Steele dossier was full of falsehoods. I argued at the time that BuzzFeed's decision to publish it was a grievous error, and it warped conversation about the Trump campaign's ties to Russia.

Mueller's highly anticipated investigation also landed with a big thud. First, expectations for his report had been inflated by an overeager circle of Trump critics who had expected shocking new revelations; the revelations were indeed shocking, but by the time Mueller published them, most had already filtered out in press accounts. Second, debate over Trump's ties to Russia had focused on "collusion," which is not a specific crime. This produced a semantic sideshow argument in which Trump insisted that he couldn't have colluded, because he wasn't charged with it. Third, Attorney General Bill Barr misrepresented Mueller's findings. Fourth, Mueller did not recommend charges against Trump, thanks to Justice Department guidance against charging a sitting president, which meant that although the special counsel produced an unmistakable implicit accusation, Trump claimed vindication.

Trump's use of pardons may have induced some of his confederates--including Stone and Manafort--to not cooperate with prosecutors, or to only partly cooperate, thus depriving the public of a chance at receiving a full accounting. This was a kind of legalized obstruction of justice.

Plenty of authorities have pointed out that Trump's claim of a hoax is nonsense. In 2017, PolitiFact named that its lie of the year. In 2018, The Washington Post reported: "Trump's Russia 'Hoax' Turns Out to Be Real." In 2019, a report by the Justice Department's inspector general concluded that, as my colleague Adam Serwer put it, "the 'Russia hoax' defense is itself a hoax, and a highly successful one, aimed at reassuring Trump supporters who might otherwise be troubled by the president's behavior." Still, the idea that the whole thing was a chimera has taken hold even within some precincts of the mainstream press, where the whole thing is treated as a weird passing obsession. The journalist Ben Smith, who made the decision to publish the Steele dossier, now contends, vaguely and in passive voice, that "Trump was in retrospect treated unfairly."

Meanwhile, Trump world continues to cook up new iterations of the hoax claim. The most recent ones are driven by CIA Director John Ratcliffe, who has a history of weaponizing intelligence, to use a term he's a fan of, and Gabbard, who has for years repeated Kremlin talking points. Last month, Ratcliffe alleged that in 2016, three of the nation's top intelligence officials "manipulated intelligence and silenced career professionals--all to get Trump," but as my colleague Shane Harris reported, he didn't have evidence to back that up. Gabbard has released a dribble of documents intended to bolster it, but still nothing that matches the claims.

In recent days, MAGA allies have pushed a new and shocking allegation: that emails show Clinton actually approved a plan to smear Trump by claiming he was colluding with Russia. The problem is that, once again, investigations have debunked it. A special counsel appointed by Barr during Trump's first term, with the goal of ferreting out political skulduggery in the Russia investigation, found that messages about Clinton being treated as a smoking gun were, in fact, likely concocted by the Russians. As The New York Times reported, "The special counsel, John H. Durham, went to great lengths to try to prove that several of the emails were real, only to ultimately conclude otherwise."

Durham's finding of a Russian forgery is ironic: Someone has finally turned up a real Russia hoax. Rather than working to fight it, however, Trump's aides are once more colluding with Russia to mislead the American people and further Trump's political fortunes.

Related:

	The "Russia hoax," revisited
 	The Russia hoax is still not a hoax. (From 2024)




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Amanda Knox: What is evil?
 	Why the White House backed down from its first big education cuts
 	Jonathan Chait: The pro-Israel right is shifting the definition of anti-Semitism.




Today's News

	 House Republicans issued subpoenas to the Justice Department and high-profile figures such as the Clintons, former FBI Director Robert Mueller, and several former top Justice Department officials over Jeffrey Epstein-related files and testimony.
 
 	President Donald Trump said Texas Republicans are "entitled" to five more seats in the House as the state GOP pushes a redistricting plan that favors Republicans.
 	The Trump administration is considering releasing the transcript of Ghislaine Maxwell's recent interview with the Department of Justice, according to senior officials.
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What's Really Behind the Cult of Labubu

By Valerie Trapp

A furry fiend with rabbit ears and a maniacal grin has recently been spotted twerking next to the singer Lizzo, baring its teeth on the former soccer star David Beckham's Instagram, and flopping against a woman's Chanel bag while wearing its own Tic Tac-size Chanel bag. The creature in question is Labubu--a soft-bellied plushie that the Chinese company Pop Mart began distributing in 2019, and that has, in the past year, gained hordes of admirers. In 2024, Pop Mart reported a more than 700 percent increase in the stuffie's sales. People have been doling out anywhere from about $30 to $150,000 a toy. At Brooklyn raves, adults hop around under neon lights with Labubus clipped to their belt loops. The devotion, at times, has turned almost ferocious.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	Ghada Abdulfattah: Feeding a family of seven in Gaza
 	Where have the Proud Boys gone?
 	Alexandra Petri: A dispatch from the MAHA future
 	The Islamic Republic was never inevitable.
 	Dear James: I worry too much about what other people think.




Culture Break


JPL / NASA



Explore. These photos celebrate the 13th anniversary of NASA's Curiosity rover landing on the surface of Mars.

Read. Hillary Kelly examines how Virginia Woolf captured the challenges and triumphs of middle age through her writing.

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 Pro-Israel Right Is Shifting the Definition of Anti-Semitism

Building a coalition united by total indifference to Palestinian human rights requires teaming up with people who lack a certain moral refinement when it comes to the Jews.

by Jonathan Chait




Whatever quarrels one might have with Senator Bernie Sanders, his thinking would seem to be immune from medieval anti-Semitic influence. Yet last month, after Sanders denounced "the Netanyahu government's extermination of Gaza," the pro-Israel group AIPAC attacked Sanders's statement as a "hate-filled rant" and "despicable blood libel."

Extraordinary claims--such as the charge that the Jewish senator from Vermont is anti-Semitic to the point of spreading ancient slanders against his own people--require extraordinary evidence. Yet large segments of the conservative and even centrist wings of the American pro-Israel movement have whipped themselves into such a frenzy of paranoia that they are making accusations like this without much effort at justification.

Conflating criticism of Israel with anti-Semitism is not new, but it has exploded in the post-October 7 era, in which the rising menace of genuine Jew-hatred on the left and right alike has been accompanied by a growing chorus of hyperbolic, bad-faith accusations. This dynamic might seem paradoxical, but the two phenomena exist in a natural symbiosis. Anti-Semites often insist they are being targeted merely for criticizing Israel; their defense becomes more effective when many people are, in fact, being called anti-Semitic merely for criticizing Israel.

Yair Rosenberg: America's anti-Jewish assassins are making the case for Zionism

The hallmark of this style of politics is that, although it does not explicitly state that all criticism of Israel is inherently anti-Semitic, it acts as though that were true. Consider another recent episode. Late last month, The New York Times ran a photo of a child in Gaza, who the accompanying article said was "born a healthy child" but had recently been "diagnosed with severe malnutrition." Later, it added an editor's note clarifying that he "also had pre-existing health problems," which should have been noted in the photo caption.

Newspapers make errors from time to time, especially while covering wars, when verifying facts is more dangerous and difficult. Yet some conservatives immediately determined not only that the error reflected an institutional bias against Israel--hardly an indisputable premise, given the anger that the Times has generated on the left for its reporting on such topics as sexual violence by Hamas--but that this bias in turn reflected animus against Jews. "The media were so eager to produce a story about Jews behaving amorally that they dropped all skepticism in the face of a sensationalistic claim from a terrorist group with a known history of lying," wrote the National Review editor Philip Klein.

Noah Pollak, a Trump appointee at the Department of Education, did not even grant that the error was inadvertent, charging on X that the paper had deliberately published a falsehood: "This is a really strange way of saying 'We ran a front page blood libel claiming Israel is starving a baby to death, but it's not true and we actually knew it wasn't true at the time, but it promoted hatred of Jews so we ran it anyway.'" Likewise, Seth Mandel, writing in Commentary, treated the error as an act of anti-Semitic malice: "Pointing to a suffering child and saying 'the Jews did this' when in fact the Jews did no such thing is an intentional act." As with the Sanders episode, none of these critics offered any explanation as to why the Times--a newspaper whose executive editor, along with many staffers, is Jewish--would be institutionally committed to whipping up anti-Semitic animus.

The proliferation of the term blood libel as a rhetorical tic is especially revealing. The blood libel is a medieval conspiracy theory that posits that Jews murder Christian children in order to use their blood in religious ceremonies. It was used for centuries to incite murder against Jews. My wife's grandmother once told me that her mother had a vivid memory of being a child in 19th-century Russia, hiding under a bed and watching a Cossack plant a dead child in her family's home to blame on the Jews.

To claim that Israel murders Arab children for religious ends would be a blood libel. And because anti-Semitic ideas mutate over time, some forms of obsessive hatred of Israel assign the Jewish state an almost demonic place in the imagination. Anti-Semitism can express itself as an inability to process Israel's actions, whether good or bad, in the terms one would use for other nations.

But to the extent that the outrage over civilian deaths in Gaza is not categorically different from that surrounding, say, the American counterinsurgency in Afghanistan, Israel's critics are treating it as a normal state. Some elements of the contemporary pro-Israel right have refused to accept that. They have, instead, repurposed the phrase blood libel to cast almost any complaint about the Israeli war effort as anti-Semitic. Because arguments about the scope of war inherently revolve around the propriety of violence, this tactic has limitless application.

This rhetorical move is striking in its resemblance to the style of the illiberal left. If you identify your own political position with a vulnerable group, you can accuse anybody who disagrees of opposing the group, thus circumventing the need to defend your position on the merits. The most common fallacy associated with this form of backward reasoning is to assume that any argument a bigot might use is bigoted. Because racists oppose affirmative action, its defenders sometimes assume all opponents of affirmative action are racist; likewise, because anti-Semites hate Israel, some of its defenders treat opposition to Israel as presumptively anti-Semitic.

In some cases, the homage is explicit. Some campus activists have demanded that pro-Israel Jews receive the kind of protective treatment that university administrators have previously extended to students from, or speaking on behalf of, other marginalized groups. (Others have merely asked that schools fairly apply content-neutral rules to activists who seize common spaces or shout down pro-Israel speakers.) This would be a logical demand if you believe that illiberal discourse norms have benefited minority students and fostered tolerance. But if you believe that they've generated resentment without helping their supposed beneficiaries, as members of the pro-Israel right generally do, then it is a strange racket to try to get in on.

The Trump administration has turned these illiberal concepts into official government policy. Its higher-education agenda revolves around the use of pretextual charges of anti-Semitism to withhold funding and subject universities to political interference. It has detained immigrant students for criticizing Israel and worked with right-wing activists to target protesters and issue draconian demands for "reform."

How could a movement prone to hair-trigger charges of anti-Semitism identify itself so closely with this administration? President Donald Trump has welcomed an anti-Semitic and even Nazi-curious faction into his coalition, normalizing rhetoric that not long ago would have been disqualifying in a Republican administration. (Kingsley Wilson, a Defense Department spokesperson, has dabbled in anti-Semitic memes, including attacking the memory of Leo Frank, perhaps the most famous victim of anti-Semitic violence in U.S. history.) Trump himself has routinely discussed Jews in crude terms, as money-obsessed and primarily loyal to Israel.

In fact, the alliance has a certain logic to it. The pro-Israel right is not so much expanding the definition of what constitutes anti-Semitism as shifting it, so that it covers far more criticism of Israel and far less behavior that would traditionally have fit the bill. After Trump criticized unethical bankers as "shylocks"--drawing a wrist slap from the Anti-Defamation League, which has otherwise supported his campus crackdown--the Commentary editor John Podhoretz wrote on X, "Trump bombed Iran. He can say Shylock 100 times a day forever as far as I'm concerned."

Here Podhoretz is following in the tradition of his father, Norman, who preceded John as editor of Commentary, once an esteemed journal of Jewish thought. Thirty years ago, after Pat Robertson published a conspiratorial book arguing that a tiny sect of "European bankers" had controlled world affairs for decades, Norman Podhoretz defended Robertson from charges of anti-Semitism in a lengthy essay. "In my view," he wrote, "Robertson's support for Israel trumps the anti-Semitic pedigree of his ideas about the secret history of the dream of a new world order."

Michael Powell: The double standard in the human-rights world

At the time, Robertson's crankish views may have seemed marginal enough that his allies could pretend they were tolerable. The door that Podhoretz cracked open for one nutty televangelist has since swung wide open for hordes of obsessive anti-globalists, Nazi-meme appreciators, and other enemies of the Jews. Building a coalition united by its total indifference to Palestinian human rights requires teaming up with some people who may lack a certain moral refinement when it comes to the Jews. But you go to political war with the coalition you have, not the coalition you wish you had.

This alliance harms the Jews in two obvious ways. First, it provides cover for the legitimization of a strain of far-right anti-Semitism that had been frozen out of mainstream political influence since the demise of the "America First" movement at the start of World War II. Second, it weakens the fight against left-wing anti-Semitism by diluting the charge through overuse. Flooding the public square with counterfeit accusations devalues the currency. And allowing the cause to be turned into cover for a crackdown on the left that is at best loosely related to defending Jews inevitably subjects the idea of opposing anti-Semitism to cynicism. The pro-Israel right's response to that critique is, of course, to label it as anti-Semitic. "Jews are being threatened with consequences for being seen as exercising undue influence over campus life," writes the Manhattan Institute legal-policy fellow Tal Fortgang.

American culture has passed through an era in which elements of the social-justice left sought to shut down opposition to their agenda by branding disagreement as bigotry. Members of the pro-Israel right, who gained power in part by riding the backlash against the excesses of left-wing illiberalism, have now decided to borrow its techniques. Can they truly not imagine that they will generate a backlash of their own?
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        How Democrats Tied Their Own Hands on Redistricting
        Russell Berman

        As New York Governor Kathy Hochul denounced the GOP's aggressive attempt to gerrymander Democrats into political oblivion this week, she lamented her party's built-in disadvantage. "I'm tired of fighting this fight with my hand tied behind my back," she told reporters.As political metaphors go, it's not a bad one. Hochul omitted a key detail, however: Democrats provided the rope themselves. For more than a decade, they've tried to be the party of good government on redistricting. But Democrats' s...

      

      
        The War Over America's Birthday Party
        Michael Scherer

        President Donald Trump's attempted takeover of America's 250th-anniversary celebration began this past spring when his team drew up a $33 million fundraising plan for a series of events starring the president, including a military parade in Washington. America250 had been founded by Congress as a bipartisan effort, with a mission to engage "350 million Americans for the 250th." But Trump kicked off the final year of preparations with a political rally at the Iowa State Fairgrounds, attacking Demo...

      

      
        The Most Nihilistic Conflict on Earth
        Anne Applebaum

        Photographs by Lynsey AddarioThis article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.In the weeks before they surrendered control of Khartoum, the Rapid Support Forces sometimes took revenge on civilians. If their soldiers lost territory to the Sudanese Armed Forces during the day, the militia's commanders would turn their artillery on residential neighborhoods at night. On several consecutive evenings in March, we heard these attacks from Omdurman, on the other s...

      

      
        Why the White House Backed Down From Its First Big Education Cuts
        Toluse Olorunnipa

        The email arrived at 10:55 p.m. on Friday, July 25, with an upbeat subject line: "Big News: Key Federal Title Funds Set to Release Next Week." It was sent by North Dakota's schools superintendent, Kirsten Baesler, who is awaiting confirmation to become an assistant secretary at the U.S. Department of Education, the very agency that had been holding back the funds in question--more than $5 billion--from school districts for weeks."Thank you for your advocacy, patience, professionalism, and persisten...

      

      
        Pete Hegseth's Pentagon Is Becoming a Bubble
        Nancy A. Youssef

        Last month, a group of seven U.S. generals and admirals--including the top admiral in charge of U.S. military operations in the Asia-Pacific region--prepared to travel to the Aspen Security Forum, in Colorado. Security officials had spoken at the annual conference for years, including during Donald Trump's first term, and were set to discuss topics such as the wars in Gaza and Ukraine, the future of AI, and threats from China. But a day before the forum began, the officers' staff got calls from the...

      

      
        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...

      

      
        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...

      

      
        ICE's Mind-Bogglingly Massive Blank Check
        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...

      

      
        Why Trump Broke With Bibi Over the Gaza Famine
        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: s...
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How Democrats Tied Their Own Hands on Redistricting

Their threat to match Republican gerrymandering could be difficult to fulfill.

by Russell Berman




As New York Governor Kathy Hochul denounced the GOP's aggressive attempt to gerrymander Democrats into political oblivion this week, she lamented her party's built-in disadvantage. "I'm tired of fighting this fight with my hand tied behind my back," she told reporters.

As political metaphors go, it's not a bad one. Hochul omitted a key detail, however: Democrats provided the rope themselves. For more than a decade, they've tried to be the party of good government on redistricting. But Democrats' support for letting independent commissions draw legislative maps has cost them seats in key blue states, and their push to ban gerrymandering nationwide flopped in the courts and in Congress.

Now that Republicans, at the behest of President Donald Trump, are moving quickly to redraw district lines in Texas and elsewhere in a bid to lock in their tenuous House majority, Democrats want to match them seat for seat in the states that they control. But the knots they've tied are hard to undo.

To boost the GOP's chances of winning an additional five House seats in Texas next year, all Governor Greg Abbott had to do was call the state's deeply conservative legislature back to Austin for an emergency session to enact new congressional maps. The proposed changes carve up Democratic seats in Texas's blue urban centers of Dallas, Houston, and Austin, as well as two seats along the U.S.-Mexico border, where Republicans are betting they can retain support among Latino voters who have moved right during the Trump era. Democratic lawmakers are trying to block the move by leaving the state and denying Republicans a required quorum in the legislature.

Read: Republicans want to redraw America's political map

By comparison, Democrats face a much longer and more arduous process to do the same in California and New York. Voters in both states would have to approve constitutional amendments to repeal or circumvent the nonpartisan redistricting commissions that Democrats helped enact. In California, Democrats hope to pass legislation this month that would put the question to voters this November. If the amendment is approved, the legislature could implement the new districts for the 2026 election. In New York, the legislature must pass the change in two separate sessions, meaning that a newly gerrymandered congressional map could not take effect until 2028 at the earliest.

By then, some Democrats fear it may be too late. Republicans want to gain seats through mid-decade redistricting not only in Texas but in GOP-controlled states such as Florida, Missouri, Ohio, and Indiana. The GOP goal is to secure enough seats to withstand an electoral backlash to Trump's presidency in next year's midterms.

That imbalance has caused Democrats to reassess--and in some cases abandon altogether--their support for rules they long championed as essential to maintaining a fair playing field on which both parties could compete. "What is at stake here is nothing less than the potential for permanent one-party control of the House of Representatives, and the threat of that to our democracy absolutely dwarfs any unfortunately quaint notions about the value of independent redistricting," Micah Lasher, a New York State assembly member who represents Manhattan's Upper West Side, told me. It's a reversal for Lasher, a former Hochul aide who won office last year while endorsing independent redistricting.

Lasher is the author of legislation that would allow New York to redraw its congressional maps in the middle of a decade if another state does so first. Lawmakers there could consider the bill when they return to Albany in January. The proposal is limited in scope: It does not throw out the state's decennial post-Census redistricting process but merely creates an exception allowing New York to respond to other states' moves. This is partly due to worries that voters might reject a more aggressive plan; in 2021, New York Democrats and election reformers failed to win approval of a series of statewide referenda aimed at expanding access to voting. (Republicans don't face the same concerns, because voters in red states won't have a direct say in the maps they draw.)

Read: The decision that could doom Democrats for a decade

Proposals like Lasher's have won the support of Democrats who previously led the fight to ban gerrymandering. On Monday, the Democratic Legislative Campaign Committee became the first party organization to formally call for Democrats to redraw congressional maps in states where they have the power to do so. "We're looking at a country where everything has changed, quite frankly, and the things that you thought could not happen happen," Andrea Stewart-Cousins, the majority leader of the New York State Senate and the chair of DLCC's board, told me.

Even as they pursued a national ban on gerrymandering, Democrats never forswore the practice entirely. Indeed, their ability to respond to Republicans now is constrained in part by the fact that district lines in blue states such as Illinois and Maryland are already skewed heavily in their favor. (Democrats control the legislatures and governorships of far fewer states than do Republicans, which further limits their power to match the GOP in gerrymandering.)

Yet Republicans' recent moves, aided by a Supreme Court ruling that sidelined federal courts from striking down purely partisan (as opposed to racial) gerrymanders, represent an escalation that has stunned Democrats. I asked Stewart-Cousins whether the party's push to take politics out of redistricting, which has succeeded in protecting one out of five congressional seats from the threat of gerrymandering, was misguided. "It wasn't a mistake," she insisted, casting the party's new posture more as a temporary shift than a permanent reorientation.

Lasher, however, wasn't so sure. "It is fair to say that Democrats in New York and around the country vastly underestimated the willingness of the Republican Party to cross every line, break every norm, and do so with enormous speed," he said. "We're in a period of adjustment. We better adjust really damn quickly."




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2025/08/democrats-redistricting-republicans-gerrymandering-texas/683775/?utm_source=feed
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The War Over America's Birthday Party

As plans for the festivities became Trumpier, allies of the president tried to oust Republican commissioners.

by Michael Scherer




President Donald Trump's attempted takeover of America's 250th-anniversary celebration began this past spring when his team drew up a $33 million fundraising plan for a series of events starring the president, including a military parade in Washington. America250 had been founded by Congress as a bipartisan effort, with a mission to engage "350 million Americans for the 250th." But Trump kicked off the final year of preparations with a political rally at the Iowa State Fairgrounds, attacking Democrats before a crowd that waved America250 signs. "I hate them," Trump proclaimed July 3. "I cannot stand them, because I really believe they hate our country."

Around the same time, Trump's top political appointee at America250, a former Fox News producer named Ariel Abergel, moved to gain greater influence over the bipartisan commission. He called four Republican commissioners, who had been appointed years ago by then-Speaker of the House Paul Ryan and then-Senate Majority Leader Mitch McConnell, with a blunt request: Consider resigning to make way for new appointees.

That request was reiterated by current House Speaker Mike Johnson, who applied pressure to one appointee at the request of the White House. But rather than solidify Trump's control over the organization, the calls appear to have backfired, setting off a struggle for control of the organization, according to interviews with eight people briefed on the recent turmoil in the organization, who spoke with me on the condition of anonymity because they were not authorized to speak publicly.

The four targeted commissioners ultimately refused to resign, despite two initially signaling their intent to comply. Johnson's office decided to back off, and Senate Majority Leader John Thune has indicated that he seeks no changes to the commission, according to people familiar with their thinking. Then other members of the commission, which Abergel works for, began discussing efforts to push him out of his job, arguing that his decision to ask for the resignations demonstrated his lack of judgement.

"This position should have been reserved for a much more experienced and substantive candidate," one of the commissioners told me, reflecting the views expressed by others. "The 250th is too important as a milestone for our country to jeopardize it with someone who doesn't take it seriously."

T. H. Breen: Trump's un-American parade

Abergel defended his actions and argued that he had been acting in concert with the House speaker to request that "certain inactive members of the commission" resign. "The speaker has every right to make his own appointments to the commission," he told me in a statement. "While some anonymous individuals are focused on lying to the fake news, my focus remains the same: to make America250 the most patriotic celebration in American history."

The nation's leaders have been planning since 2016 for next year's celebrations to mark the 250th anniversary of the signing of the Declaration of Independence, which are expected to involve events in each of the states, including a ball drop in Times Square on July 4, organized in partnership with the commission. The Republican tax bill that Trump signed into law this summer included an additional $150 million for the Department of Interior, which is expected to be spent by the commission in partnership with a new White House task force to celebrate the anniversary, with additional private fundraising from companies such as Coca-Cola and Stellantis. But now, even as the festivities are unfolding, the commission that was established to oversee them is in turmoil.

Since winning reelection, Trump has moved swiftly to take control of the federal government's cultural institutions, including the Kennedy Center and the National Portrait Gallery. But the United States Semiquincentennial Commission answers largely to the legislative branch, not the White House, and has a sprawling leadership structure that includes sitting senators, members of Congress, and ex officio members such as the secretary of defense and the secretary of state.

Ryan Miller: Why I played the Kennedy Center

The power to direct the operation resides with an additional 16 "private citizen" commissioners, who are appointed in equal numbers by the Republican and Democratic leaders of the House and Senate for lifetime terms until the completion of the celebrations. Under the law, the forcible removal of commissioners requires a two-thirds vote of the commission, and the president's main power is his ability to appoint a chair from among the private citizens already serving.

According to four people familiar with the conversations, the four commissioners whom Abergel asked to resign are the Washington and Lee University professor Lucas Morel, the Hillsdale College professor Wilfred M. McClay, the educator Val Crofts, and Tom Walker, the founder of American Village, a historical-replica development in Alabama. Morel and McClay declined to comment. Crofts and Walker could not be reached for comment. Two people familiar with the commission's work described all four as regular participants in America250 oversight.

For the moment, there does not appear to be public pressure from Capitol Hill for a shake-up. "Johnson is not seeking the resignation of any of the speaker's appointees," a person familiar with his thinking, who requested anonymity to discuss the sensitive situation, told me. Someone familiar with Thune's thinking gave me a similar response: "Thune supports his appointees."

People familiar with the White House planning for America250 have argued that the commission needs more commitment of time and energy from its commissioners for the final year before next summer's festivities. They told me that the attempt to encourage resignations was blocked, ultimately, by commission bylaws that limit the ability of congressional offices to push out a commissioner. And they made clear that efforts to change the commission makeup could continue.

"So far, the best work they have done is being part of this loyal cabal," one person familiar with the White House thinking on the sitting commission told me. "There has been tremendous frustration with the lack of programmatic purpose, planning, and production."

Others involved in the commission say that such arguments are merely a pretext for political control. Some of the people familiar with the discussion suspect that the White House wants to replace the four Republican commissioners--who are largely apolitical historical boosters and academics--with people more directly loyal to Trump, including one whom the president could then elevate to replace the commission's chairwoman, Rosie Rios, a former U.S. treasurer during the Obama administration. Republican appointees have been targeted, they argue, because Democratic leaders have no say in who would replace them. (Just this week, Senate Minority Leader Chuck Schumer filled two Democratic vacancies on the commission, appointing Jack Schlossberg, the grandson of former President John F. Kennedy, and Paul R. Tetreault, the director of Ford's Theatre, according to a person briefed on the appointments.) White House allies contest this argument, saying Trump could elevate an existing Republican commissioner at any time to replace Rios.

Rios allowed the White House to appoint Abergel as the executive director this year, according to people familiar with the conversations. The commission's executive committee, a group led by Rios, then approved the use of the America250 brand and nonprofit for this summer's military parade and Trump rallies, allowing Trump's fundraisers to bring in money to fund the events and green-lighting their production by his former campaign team.

But since then, a group of Democratic lawmakers on the commission has questioned the arrangement. Rios has signaled that all future programming decisions will be made with the consultation of the full commission. In an email update sent to the commission on Saturday, which I obtained, Rios recounted a recent planning meeting with White House officials, including Vince Haley, the director of the Domestic Policy Council, and Brittany Baldwin from TaskForce250, a separate body Trump set up to commemorate the semiquincentennial in concert with the commission.

"I am pleased to report that we are in agreement about the Commission's vision and how to support and amplify other proposed activities," Rios wrote in the email. "As I explained at our last Commission meeting, moving forward, my commitment to this Commission is that any proposed changes to our Playbook will come back to the full Commission for approval."

The White House spokesperson Anna Kelly praised the commission when asked for comment for this story. "The White House is extremely pleased with the America250 Commission, which is doing a great job leading this historic, unifying celebration of our country's 250th anniversary," she told me in a statement.

The power struggle between Abergel and some members of the commission has been building for reasons beyond the Trump events. Abergel has suggested that "America's Field Trip," a contest in which students create art celebrating the country, be moved to a Cabinet agency. Commissioners pushed back against that change. A redesign of the website that Abergel directed added photos of Trump along with corporate logos of the companies funding Trump's parade, and removed any mention of the Ambassador Circle, which named people including the musician Lance Bass, the historian Doris Kearns Goodwin, and former San Francisco Mayor Willie Brown as representatives of the effort. Some people on the commission were alarmed by a recent Facebook post announcing an America250 partnership with Moms for Liberty, a conservative group that wants to ban certain books from school curricula and opposes the teaching of liberal ideas of race and gender.

"The branding and marketing had turned strongly around President Trump and strongly partisan looking," another person familiar with the commission's discussions told me. "The commissioners are united in what is best for America and a great celebration."

Four Democrats on the commission, New Hampshire Senator Jeanne Shaheen, California Senator Alex Padilla, Pennsylvania Representative Dwight Evans, and New Jersey Representative Bonnie Watson Coleman, wrote to Rios and Abergel on July 21, asking about the Trump events and requesting assurances that the commission's programming will be implemented. "The Chair intends that the Commission and Foundation personnel will execute and implement all approved programming," Rios and Abergel responded yesterday in a letter, which I obtained.

Eliot A. Cohen: A parade of ignorance

They told the lawmakers in the letter that the commission had paid for logistics and operations support for the early-summer events headlined by Trump. But congressionally appropriated funds were not used through America250 to directly fund the military parade commemorating the Army's 250th anniversary, the Fort Bragg speech, or the July 3 Iowa kickoff rally for the semiquincentennial.

To pay for the efforts, Trump's political fundraiser, Meredith O'Rouke, began raising money for America250 Inc., a foundation created at the behest of the commission. Donors were offered a "dedicated VIP experience" at the events, according to fundraising documents. America250 subsequently announced donations from a list of companies with executives close to Trump who stand to benefit from his presidency, including Oracle, Lockheed Martin, Ultimate Fighting Championship, Coinbase, Palantir, and Amazon.

A person briefed on the spending said that America250 ultimately budgeted $33 million for the parade, the Fort Bragg rally, the Iowa rally, a West Point speech, and other events. Of that, $20 million was budgeted for the parade. Army officials have separately said the parade cost the military $30 million to stage, including $3 million to prepare street surfaces for heavy vehicles.

Trump previously announced that he plans to stage an Ultimate Fighting Championship bout at the White House in honor of the nation's 250th birthday. People familiar with the planning say that the fight is likely to be organized through the White House task force, not the Semiquincentennial Commission.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2025/08/america-250-birthday-party-fight-trump/683774/?utm_source=feed
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The Most Nihilistic Conflict on Earth

Sudan's devastating civil war shows what will replace the liberal order: anarchy and greed.

by Anne Applebaum


Soldiers with the Sudanese Armed Forces return from the front line in Khartoum. (Photograph by Lynsey Addario for The Atlantic)



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

In the weeks before they surrendered control of Khartoum, the Rapid Support Forces sometimes took revenge on civilians. If their soldiers lost territory to the Sudanese Armed Forces during the day, the militia's commanders would turn their artillery on residential neighborhoods at night. On several consecutive evenings in March, we heard these attacks from Omdurman, on the other side of the Nile from the Sudanese capital.

From an apartment that would in better times have been home to a middle-class Sudanese family, we would hear one explosion. Then two more. Sometimes a response, shells or gunfire from the other side. Each loud noise meant that a child had been wounded, a grandmother killed, a house destroyed.

Just a few steps away from us, grocery stores, busy in the evening because of Ramadan, were selling powdered milk, imported chocolate, bags of rice. Street vendors were frying falafel in large iron skillets, then scooping the balls into paper cones. One night someone brought out folding chairs for a street concert, and music flowed through crackly speakers. The shelling began again a few hours later, probably hitting similar streets and similar grocery stores, similar falafel stands and similar street musicians a couple dozen miles away. This wasn't merely the sound of artillery, but the sound of nihilism and anarchy, of lives disrupted, businesses ruined, universities closed, futures curtailed.

In the mornings, we drove down streets on the outskirts of Khartoum that had recently been battlegrounds, swerving to avoid remnants of furniture, chunks of concrete, potholes, bits of metal. As they retreated from Khartoum, the Rapid Support Forces--the paramilitary organization whose power struggle with the Sudanese Armed Forces has, since 2023, blossomed into a full-fledged civil war--had systematically looted apartments, offices, and shops. Sometimes we came across clusters of washing machines and furniture that the thieves had not had time to take with them. One day we followed a car carrying men from the Sudanese Red Crescent, dressed in white hazmat suits. We got out to watch, handkerchiefs covering our faces to block the smell, as the team pulled corpses from a well. Neighbors clustered alongside us, murmuring that they had suspected bodies might be down there. They had heard screams at night, during the two years of occupation by the RSF, and guessed what was happening.

Another day we went to a crossing point, where people escaping RSF-occupied areas were arriving in Sudanese-army-controlled areas. Riding on donkey carts piled high with furniture, clothes, and kitchen pans, they described a journey through a lawless inferno. Many had been deprived of food along the way, or robbed, or worse. In a house near the front line, one woman told me that she and her teenage daughter had both been stopped by an RSF convoy and raped. We were sitting in an empty room, devoid of decoration. The girl covered her face while her mother was talking, and did not speak at all.

At al-Nau Hospital, the largest still operating in the Khartoum region, we met some of the victims of the shelling, among them a small boy and a baby girl, Bashir and Mihad, a brother and sister dressed in blue and pink. The terror and screaming of the night before had subsided, and they were simply lying together, wrapped in bandages, on a cot in a crowded room. I spoke with their father, Ahmed Ali. The recording of our conversation is hard to understand because several people were gathered around us, because others were talking loudly nearby, and because Mihad had begun to cry. Ali told me that he and his family had been trying to escape an area controlled by the RSF but had been caught in shelling at 2 a.m., the same explosions we had heard from our apartment in Omdurman. The children had been wounded by shrapnel. He had nowhere else to take them except this noisy ward, and no plans except to remain at the hospital and wait to see what would happen next.


Medical staff at al-Nau Hospital treat children injured in shelling by RSF forces in Omdurman. (Lynsey Addario for The Atlantic)



Like a tsunami, the war has created wide swaths of physical wreckage. Farther out of town, at the Al-Jaili oil refinery, formerly the largest and most modern in the country--the focus of major Chinese investment--fires had burned so fiercely and for so long that giant pipelines and towering storage tanks, blackened by the inferno, lay mangled and twisted on the ground. At the studios of the Sudanese national broadcaster, the burned skeleton of what had been a television van, its satellite dish still on top, stood in a garage near an accounting office that had been used as a prison. Graffiti was scrawled on the wall of the office, the lyrics to a song; clothes, office supplies, and rubble lay strewn across the floor. We walked through radio studios, dusty and abandoned, the presenters' chairs covered in debris. In the television studios, recently refurbished with American assistance, old tapes belonging to the Sudanese national video archive had been used to build barricades.

Statistics are sometimes used to express the scale of the destruction in Sudan. About 14 million people have been displaced by years of fighting, more than in Ukraine and Gaza combined. Some 4 million of them have fled across borders, many to arid, impoverished places--Chad, Ethiopia, South Sudan--where there are few resources to support them. At least 150,000 people have died in the conflict, but that's likely a significant undercounting. Half the population, nearly 25 million people, is expected to go hungry this year. Hundreds of thousands of people are directly threatened with starvation. More than 17 million children, out of 19 million, are not in school. A cholera epidemic rages. Malaria is endemic.

But no statistics can express the sense of pointlessness, of meaninglessness, that the war has left behind alongside the physical destruction. I felt this most strongly in the al-Ahamdda displaced-persons camp just outside Khartoum--although the word camp is misleading, giving a false impression of something organized, with a field kitchen and proper tents. None of those things was available at what was in fact a former school. Some 2,000 people were sleeping on the ground beneath makeshift shelters, or inside plain concrete rooms, using whatever blankets they had brought from wherever they used to call home. A young woman in a black headscarf told me she had just sat for her university exams when the civil war began but had already "forgot about education." An older woman with a baby told me her husband had disappeared three or four months earlier, but she didn't know where or why. No international charities or agencies were anywhere in evidence. Only a few local volunteers from the Emergency Response Rooms, Sudan's mutual-aid movement, were there to organize a daily meal for people who seemed to have washed up by accident and found they couldn't leave.


In Tine, a Chadian border town, Sudanese refugees scramble for food provided by a local Emergency Response Room, part of a humanitarian network that has distributed medical aid and food to millions.  (Lynsey Addario for The Atlantic)



As we were speaking with the volunteers, several boys ostentatiously carrying rifles stood guard a short distance away. One younger boy, dressed in a camouflage T-shirt and sandals--he told me he was 14 but seemed closer to 10--hung around watching the older boys. When one of them gave him a rifle to carry, just for a few minutes, he stood up straighter and solemnly posed for a photograph. He had surely seen people with guns, understood that those people had power, and wanted to be one of them.

What was the alternative? There was no school at the camp, and no work. There was nothing to do in the 100-degree heat except wait. The artillery fire, the burned television station, the melted refinery, the rapes and the murders, the children in the hospital--all of that had led to nothing, built nothing, only this vacuum. No international laws, no international organizations, no diplomats, and certainly no Americans are coming to fill it.

The end of the liberal world order is a phrase that gets thrown around a lot in conference rooms and university lecture halls in places like Washington and Brussels. But in al-Ahamdda, this theoretical idea has become reality. The liberal world order has already ended in Sudan, and there isn't anything to replace it.

To understand Sudan, as the British Sudanese writer Jamal Mahjoub once wrote, you need a kind of atlas, one containing transparent cellophane maps that can be placed on top of one another, like the diagrams once used in encyclopedias to show the systems inside the human body. One layer might show languages; the next, ethnic groups; the third, ancient kingdoms and cities: Kush, Napata, Meroe, Funj. When the maps are viewed simultaneously, "it becomes clear," Mahjoub explained, that "the country is not really a country at all, but many." Deborah Scroggins, a foreign correspondent who once covered Africa for The Atlanta Journal-Constitution--a job that's hard now to imagine ever existed--wrote in 2002 that a version of Mahjoub's cellophane atlas could also help explain how Sudan's wars and rebellions are provoked not just by ethnic and tribal divisions but by economic, colonial, and racial divisions, each one layered onto the next so as to create a "violent ecosystem capable of generating endless new things to fight about without ever shedding any of the old ones."

On top of these older maps, new ones now must be overlaid. One might show the divisions created by a more recent war of ideas. On one side of that battle are the Sudanese professionals, lawyers, students, and grassroots activists who in December 2018 launched a broad, popular protest movement, one that called for the rule of law, basic rights, economic reform, and democratic institutions. Their slogan, chanted on streets and painted on walls, was "Freedom, peace, and justice." In April 2019, following years of organizing, several months of street demonstrations, and violent clashes between civic activists and the military and police, the military removed Sudan's long-standing dictator, Omar al-Bashir, along with his repressive Islamist regime, in an attempt to appease this mass civic movement. A civilian government then briefly ruled the country, backed by the military. The prime minister of that transitional government, Abdalla Hamdok, who now lives in Abu Dhabi, told me that the "hopes and aspirations of people that were coming together at that time were beyond imagination."

But even as the civilians took charge, the Sudanese military never relinquished an older set of ideas: that officers should control the government, restrict the national conversation, dominate resources. In 2021, acting on those beliefs, General Abdel Fattah al-Burhan, together with his deputy, Lieutenant General Mohamed Hamdan Dagalo, known as Hemedti, carried out a coup and removed Prime Minister Hamdok. Burhan leads the Sudanese Armed Forces, widely known as the SAF, the body that has ruled Sudan, under different leaders, for many decades. Hemedti controls the RSF, a mostly Darfurian militia created by Bashir to control ethnic minorities and repress rebel groups. The RSF, whose first members were Arabic-speaking nomads, was originally known as the Janjaweed, an Arabic word meaning "devils on horseback."


In Tine, a woman passes a child up to another woman in a truck of newly arrived Sudanese refugees. Every month, tens of thousands of people fleeing the civil war descend on the town. (Lynsey Addario for The Atlantic)



As many predicted, Burhan and Hemedti fell out. Although it is unclear who fired the first shot, on April 15, 2023, the RSF attacked the SAF headquarters, the Khartoum airport, and the presidential palace. Burhan, genuinely surprised by at least the timing of the attack, remained trapped for many weeks. According to one version of events, he was freed with the help of Ukrainian commandos; another says that he finally shot his way out. After that, Sudan fractured into a multilayered conflict that now involves not just the RSF and the SAF, but a bewildering array of smaller armies and militias that fight alongside and against them. The democracy movement split too, with some former members of the civilian government finding themselves on the side of the RSF, others with the SAF.

The chaos enabled the spread of what might be described as a third ruling idea, neither democratic nor statist, but rather anarchic, nihilistic, transactional. This ideology, if that is what it can be called, was unleashed in Khartoum in the spring of 2023, during an evacuation so violent and chaotic that people I spoke with wept while talking about it two years later. Embassies, international agencies, and United Nations food-storage sites were looted. Private apartments were ransacked, stripped of furniture and possessions. Three World Food Programme employees were killed during the chaos. The Sudanese army fled to Port Sudan, a small coastal city on the Red Sea that had neither the infrastructure nor the mindset to be the capital of a large country.

As the violence continued, civilians became not just accidental casualties of the fighting but its target. The RSF's coalition contains a wide collection of fighters from across Sudan whom it can't always control, as well as mercenaries from central and eastern Africa. At a SAF-controlled prison on the Omdurman army base, I was introduced to one of the mercenaries, a 17-year-old Chadian who said he had been duped into joining the RSF by a recruiter who came to his football club and offered everyone there the equivalent of $2,000 just to sign up. He went right away, without telling his parents; got a week's training; fought for a few days; and then was captured, in February 2024. He never saw the money, which is a common story. Many RSF fighters aren't paid, which gives them extra incentive to rob civilians, loot property, and obey commanders who promise they will be rewarded for displacing villages or evicting people who occupy coveted land. The SAF, which is the only group with an air force, has carried out extensive bombing campaigns on civilian neighborhoods, taken lawless revenge on alleged collaborators in recaptured areas, and been accused of using chemical weapons, which it denies. Both the RSF and the SAF have used food as a weapon, depriving their enemies of access to outside aid and creating obstacles for aid organizations operating inside the country.

The intensity of this violence is partly explained by gold, mined in Sudan since antiquity. Any Sudan atlas should contain a cellophane layer showing the location of gold mines, as well as those of the many people inside and outside the country who want access to them. Tiny artisanal gold mines, a misleadingly charming term, can be found all around the country. We stopped at one on the road from Khartoum to Port Sudan that was no more than a deep hole in the ground and a shack made of plastic sheets, wooden sticks, and bits of straw, housing a single miner. But there are also much larger mines, some connected to the broad seam of gold deposits running under the Sahara, discovered in 2012, that has sparked violence in Mali, Burkina Faso, and Niger, as well as in Chad and Sudan.

Read: The crisis of American leadership reaches an empty desert

These larger mines shape Sudanese politics in both open and covert ways. Hemedti's control over a large gold deposit in Jebel Amir, in North Darfur, is part of what consolidated his command of the RSF. Burhan and Hemedti launched their coup in 2021 partly because they feared that civilian control of the military would restrict their access to gold and other resources. Both the SAF and the RSF fund their soldiers by exporting gold--mostly illegally, to get around sanctions, and often through the United Arab Emirates. Last year, The New York Times published a description of a plane at the airport in Juba, South Sudan, being loaded with $25 million worth of Darfuri gold, bound for the UAE. The Russian Wagner Group, now reorganized and renamed the Africa Corps--a name accidentally or intentionally evoking Afrika Korps, the Nazi expeditionary force--has gold interests too, as do Egypt, Saudi Arabia, and Qatar.

Indeed, to fully explain not just the role of gold in the conflict, but also the role of these many outside forces, we need a final layer of cellophane: a map of foreign influence showing Sudan's place in an anarchic, post-American world, an era that does not yet have a name. Colonialism is long past, the Cold War has ended, and now the disappearance of any form of international order has left Sudan as the focus of intense competition among countries that are not superpowers but rather middle powers. The middle powers send money and weapons into Sudan, hoping to shape the outcome of the conflict. Some take part in the war of ideas. Some want gold. Some are there because their rivals are there, and Sudan is a good place to fight.


Civilians displaced from SAF-controlled areas of Sudan are now staying in an unfinished building in El Geneina. (Lynsey Addario for The Atlantic)




Manahi Ghasi Taghil, age 6, was injured by mortar fire in Omdurman. (Lynsey Addario for The Atlantic)



The middle powers include Turkey, which has historic links to Sudan as well as an interest--as one Turkish diplomat told me--in making sure Sudan is governed by someone. Both the Saudis, who are just across the Red Sea--Jeddah is an hour's flight from Port Sudan--and the Egyptians share this sympathy for hierarchy and control. Egypt has ties to the Sudanese military going back to the 19th century, and the Saudis have made major investments in Sudanese land and agriculture. All three countries either sell weapons to the SAF, or fund their purchase.

On the other side of the conflict, the Emiratis not only back the RSF; they do so with enough money and commitment to spark conspiracy theories. After an iftar meal in Port Sudan, a Sudanese military officer got out a map, swept his hand across the Sahel and the Horn of Africa, and told me that the Emiratis were transforming Arabic-speaking nomads into a force designed to dominate the whole region, to create a new empire. I also heard more convoluted theories about alleged Israeli interests, or even American interests, hiding behind the Emirati support of the RSF, for which no evidence exists.

Plenty of evidence does connect the UAE to the RSF's gold-trading operations, as well as to the Sudanese army's gold interests, but Abu Dhabi has other ties of business and sympathy to the RSF too. Emirati leaders have in the past hired the RSF to fight on their behalf in Libya and Yemen (the Saudis have also hired the RSF to fight in Yemen). They have donated billions in aid to Sudan and Sudanese refugees, using some of it to build hospitals in Chad and South Sudan that are known (or believed) to treat RSF fighters. Above all, the Emiratis are repeatedly accused--by the Sudanese military, the United States, and the UN--of supplying the RSF with the money and weapons to fight the war, using their humanitarian aid as a cover, a charge they repeatedly deny. When asked, the Emiratis say that their primary interest in Sudan is to help reestablish an independent civilian government, and to prevent the return of an Islamist regime that threatens maritime trade and regional security. "We'd like not to see Sudan become a global hub of terrorism again" is how Lana Nusseibeh, a senior UAE diplomat who has been involved in Sudan negotiations, put it to me.

The Iranians, by contrast, might be happy to see the return of an Islamist regime, or at least a government with some Islamist factions. The Iranians once enjoyed a close relationship with Bashir, the SAF reestablished direct relations with Iran in 2023, and Islamist militias are fighting alongside the SAF right now. Outside Khartoum, we saw one of them waving flags and rifles from a military truck heading to the front line. But Iran clearly sees Sudan as a market for weapons, too: Iranian military transit planes have been identified in Port Sudan, and Iranian drones have been seen on the battlefield. Its motives might be not only ideological or economic. It may also be attracted by the vacuum: If the Turks, Saudis, and Emiratis are there, perhaps the Iranians simply feel that they need to be there too.

That same vacuum has drawn in the Russians as well, not on one side but on both. The Russians' attitude toward Sudan is entirely amoral, and completely transactional. They buy gold from both sides and sell weapons to both sides. Their mercenaries have worked with the RSF in the past; they have also wanted, for many years, to build a naval base on the Red Sea coast, and so now work with the SAF as well. Because they are there, the Ukrainians are there too. When I told a Ukrainian acquaintance that I would be traveling to Sudan, he turned pale and told me to stay well away from Russian mercenaries, because they might be targets for the Ukrainians. Their numbers are tiny and their interests are narrow, but their presence reveals a lot about the war. The Ukrainians hunting Russians in Sudan are drawn not by any interest in the conflict, but by the anarchy itself.

Turkish, Egyptian, Saudi, Emirati, Qatari, Russian, Iranian, and Ukrainian interests intersect and overlap on this final layer of cellophane, helping make Sudan, like Yemen and Libya, a place where antagonists from around the planet fund violent proxy wars, at the expense of the people who live there. Sudan's neighbors, including Eritrea, Ethiopia, Kenya, South Sudan, Chad, Libya, and the Central African Republic, also get drawn into the conflict, either by the middle powers or through links of their own. The Chinese hover in the background, looking for business deals. Sudan's strategic location on the Red Sea, one of the world's most important shipping lanes, attracts everyone too. Meanwhile, the countries that might once have banded together to stop the fighting have lost interest or capacity. The institutions that might once have helped broker a cease-fire are too weak, and can't or won't help. "We live in a very interesting, many people call it, new world order," Hamdok, the former Sudanese prime minister, told me. "The world we got to know--the consensus, the Pax Americana, the post-Second World War consensus--is just no more."

I made two trips to Sudan this year, to both sides of the front line. Both times I was escorted by people who wanted to present their view of the war, explain why it had started, and show me the atrocities committed by the other side. In Khartoum and Port Sudan, I traveled with a SAF information officer, as well as two other American women. Because there are hardly any foreigners in Sudan right now, let alone any American women, we attracted attention, hope, and some annoyance.

Several people stopped us on the street to tell us, with pride, that they had previously worked for the UN, the U.S., or a foreign embassy before they all vanished. One woman approached us, told us she was a Christian, and then drifted away, disappointed, when she learned we were not Christian aid workers. "I have a message for Washington," a man standing in the courtyard of al-Nau Hospital declared. I turned on my recorder, and he spoke into it: "Save Sudan; we are in need for the medicine."

Others already knew that medicine, like other forms of aid, might no longer be coming. At a communal kitchen in a Khartoum suburb, a local volunteer told us that his team had been serving a very simple bean stew five days a week. Because of American funding cuts--probably a few pennies' worth of funding cuts, piddling amounts of money that had once trickled down to this half-ruined side street--they were down to three days a week. He said they would be soliciting on social media for more funds, and he hoped to find enough for two more weekly meals soon. He was not alone: This spring, more than 1,700 of the communal kitchens run by volunteers in Sudan closed down entirely, affecting nearly 3 million people, thanks either directly to USAID cuts or to the chaos created by mass U.S.-government layoffs and canceled contracts.


A soldier with the Sudanese Armed Forces surveys wreckage in Khartoum in May, 10 days before the army announced that it had seized the city back from the RSF. (Lynsey Addario for The Atlantic)



Still others wanted to make clear how grateful they were for the tiny amounts of help they had received, so much so that I felt ashamed. At another Omdurman medical facility, the Al-Buluk pediatric hospital, a young physician, Ahmed Khojali, told me that he still had some packages of Plumpy'Nut, a special nutritional supplement. The American government in theory still sends supplies of Plumpy'Nut to severely malnourished children around the world, but distribution has been interrupted. Khojali took us to see the hospital's malnutrition unit. About two dozen new patients were arriving every week this spring; we saw a ward full of them, emaciated children with closed faces, lying beside their exhausted mothers, most of whom did not want to be interviewed or photographed. When the children first arrive, Plumpy'Nut is one of the few things they can eat. Khojali knew that some Americans wanted to cut aid because it is wasteful. "We didn't waste it; we just use it," the doctor said.

But not all of the comments concerned American aid. In Khartoum, Darfur, and everywhere exiled Sudanese now gather--Abu Dhabi, London, N'Djamena, Washington--I spoke with ambassadors, experts, diplomats, and politicians who repeatedly asked not just about American humanitarians, but also about the Americans who would come from the White House to negotiate, knock heads together, and find a way to end the war. They wanted Americans who would galvanize the rest of the international community, rope in the UN, bring some peacekeepers, make something happen: the Jimmy Carter-at-Camp David or the Richard Holbrooke-at-Dayton model of big-league, American-led, problem-solving diplomacy, which once played a role in Sudan too, during both Democratic and Republican administrations.

After the Roman empire stopped functioning, many people went on deferring to the distant emperor, acting as if he still mattered; in Sudan, I found similar nostalgia for the interest and engagement that once came from Washington. When I first met Colonel Hassan Ibrahim, the Sudanese army's media liaison in Khartoum, he introduced himself with an earnest speech, described his country's conflict as a "forgotten war," and spent several days helping us find ways around the army's strict rules so that Americans could learn the truth about Sudan, and so that the truth would inspire American action. Volker Perthes, a former UN official, assured me that Americans "do have clout if they want to use it." A Middle Eastern ambassador in Port Sudan thought I was joking when I suggested that the U.S. might no longer care that much about Africa. That was beyond his imagination, and beyond the imagination of many other people who still believe that someday, somehow, American diplomats are going to come back and make a difference.

Admittedly, the speed of the shift is bewildering. Not that long ago, Sudan did inspire American compassion. Starting in the 1980s, the conflict between the mostly Muslim northern Sudan and the mostly Christian south provoked the interest and engagement of American evangelicals. Franklin Graham's charity, Samaritan's Purse, along with World Vision and other Christian charities, had strong links to Sudanese churches and, at different times, southern rebels. They still do: Samaritan's Purse maintains its own aircraft and its own aid-distribution network in Sudan.

In the 2000s, American churches, synagogues, and secular groups were also angered and engaged by the Bashir regime's use of the Janjaweed, the precursors of the RSF, to ethnically cleanse the Darfur region of non-Arab tribes. The United States Holocaust Memorial Museum, in Washington, projected dramatic photographs from Darfur onto its exterior walls in 2006. A photography exhibition also traveled to several universities. At different times, George Clooney, Angelina Jolie, Mia Farrow, Don Cheadle, and Keira Knightley visited Sudan, raising awareness and money.

These campaigns made an impact. George W. Bush had deep links to the faith-based charities that worked in Sudan, and arrived in office determined to help. The Obama administration believed in America's "responsibility to protect," to help vulnerable groups avoid slaughter and genocide. Both invested real diplomatic and political effort in Sudan, largely because Americans wanted them to. Melissa Zelikoff, who was part of Joe Biden's National Security Council, told me that when she began working on Sudan for the State Department, in the 2010s, "we had a 25-person special-envoy office. We had teams working on every region, on every issue, thinking through negotiating tactics and approaches." Alexander Laskaris, a former State Department diplomat who worked in Africa for decades, most recently as ambassador to Chad, calls this effort "a remarkable expression of the compassion of the American people acting through their civil-society organizations on government." I asked him what that effort had produced, given that violence has continued. "We saved a lot of lives," Laskaris told me. "A lot of lives."

Americans also helped end the north-south civil war, one of the longest-running in Africa. In 2011, more than 99 percent of South Sudanese voted for independence in a referendum that had international backing. A wave of American support for South Sudan--diplomatic, political, humanitarian--followed. Now, only 14 years later, the scale and ambition of that aid are almost inconceivable. Kate Almquist Knopf, a former U.S. official who spent nearly two decades as an Africa expert at USAID and then the Department of Defense, sounded almost nostalgic when she told me that South Sudan, which is again experiencing political violence, "squandered a moment that will never come again." Regardless of who is president, she said, "neither party is ever likely to be willing to do that again for a country in Africa."

Attention dwindled from the 2011 peak, slowly at first and then very fast. Independent South Sudan descended into internal ethnic conflict and failed to thrive. Backers became disillusioned. Few newspapers could pay for continued coverage--meaning hardly any reporters from places like The Atlanta Journal-Constitution--and the story slipped out of the headlines. Maybe photographs from foreign wars became too familiar. Maybe Americans became indifferent. Social media brought a deluge of misinformation, about Sudan and everywhere else, producing a culture of cynicism and sneering. Compassion became unfashionable.

American politics changed too. The first Trump administration dropped the "responsibility to protect" idea immediately--and when it did, so did everyone else. Nor was Donald Trump's State Department especially interested in the Sudanese democratic revolution of 2019. Instead of promoting a government that offered the first real possibility for peace and reconciliation in decades, Trump's team was mostly interested in persuading Sudan to sign the Abraham Accords and recognize Israel, which the civilian government agreed to do, in January 2021, in exchange for the removal of Sudan from a list of countries that promote terrorism. As part of that deal, the administration did belatedly allocate funds to aid the transitional government, but the money was suspended again 10 months later, after the coup, mostly unspent.

Even after Biden took office, American popular and political attention focused first on Afghanistan and then on Ukraine and Gaza; it never returned to Sudan. After the 2021 coup, U.S. diplomats--working with the British, the Saudis, the Emiratis, and the UN--did try to bring back the 2019 power-sharing arrangement, a negotiation that certainly never got any high-level, Camp David-style attention and mostly excluded the civilians who had led the revolt against Bashir. The group left discussions of security-sector reform to the very end, and ignored reports of military movement around Khartoum. "No need to panic," one senior U.S. official told colleagues, only hours before the widely anticipated war broke out.


After the shelling of a residential area near Khartoum by RSF forces, injured Sudanese civilians are treated by medical staff at al-Nau Hospital, in Omdurman. (Lynsey Addario for The Atlantic)



No American diplomats have returned since then, with one exception. In February 2024, the Biden administration finally appointed an envoy to Sudan, former Representative Tom Perriello, who, without much internal support or presidential attention, did spend one day in Port Sudan (the most that post-Benghazi security rules would allow) and launched a new format for weekly negotiations. Eight months after Trump's reelection, the Trump administration had not appointed a replacement envoy, nor indeed any senior officials with deep experience in Africa at all.

Until this year, the U.S. nevertheless remained the largest donor to Sudan, not only providing hundreds of millions of dollars in aid but also supporting the logistics for UN and other aid operations inside and outside the country, and for Sudanese refugees around the world. In Sudan, the U.S. still had the clout to insist on some aid getting to both sides of the conflict, even if that meant dealing with the RSF over the objections of the SAF. "The one thing that still remained of U.S. soft power was USAID," Perriello told me. "I do think we were mitigating the worst famine on Earth."

But that scale of support was made possible by the dedication of a previous generation, especially of older congressional members and staffers who still remembered the former U.S. role in Sudan, even if they rarely spoke to constituents about it. Now Washington is run by people who are indifferent, if not hostile, to aid policies that had bipartisan acceptance only a few years ago. In February of this year, I spoke with one USAID official who had been directly responsible for humanitarian aid to Sudanese refugees outside Sudan. She told me that although she had known that the Trump administration would make cuts, she had not anticipated the catastrophic impact of Elon Musk's assault on USAID and other aid programs, or the new administration's utter lack of interest in how these unplanned cuts would reverberate across Africa. At the time we talked, she had been cut off from her email and from the systems she needed to process payments, unable to communicate with people on the ground. Theoretically, emergency food supplies of the sort she managed were supposed to be preserved, but all of the support around the delivery of food and money--the contracts with trucking and security companies; the institutions that gather health statistics, anticipate famine, help farmers--had been cut, along with their personnel. This affected everybody: the UN, other charities, even grassroots groups like the Sudanese Emergency Response Rooms.

I asked her how much the American contribution mattered. She started to answer, and then she started to cry. "We do so much, and it's all being taken away, without a moment's notice," she said after she had recovered. "There is no transition planning. There is no handover of this assistance. The U.S. has been the largest donor to Sudan since forever, and to Sudanese refugees for so long. And it's just a disaster."



The Generals and the Politicians



In the past decade, refugees have slowly disappeared from American public debate, except when they figure as unwelcome immigrants, or as fodder for far-right memes. But they have not disappeared from the world. On the contrary, their numbers are growing. The wars of the 1990s produced a steady population of about 40 million refugees and displaced people. But in 2011, the numbers began to rise. In 2024, the Office of the High Commissioner for Refugees, at the UN, counted 123 million people around the world who were refugees, displaced, or seeking asylum.

The larger numbers reflect a deeper problem. If there are more refugees because there are more conflicts, it is also the case that there are more conflicts because international consensus has weakened. In the 1990s and early 2000s, an era of multiple peacekeeping missions, the Chinese were inclined to neutrality and the Russians were interested in cooperation. Americans, together with their European allies, enjoyed a degree of power and influence over international relations that they utterly failed to appreciate at the time.

That era is now over. The United States used UN resolutions to justify the invasion of Iraq, which helped delegitimize the UN and its procedures in the eyes of the rest of the world. Russia and China grew richer and more assertive. Now both of those countries and their network of allies--from Cuba to Azerbaijan to Zimbabwe--mock or undermine the language of human rights altogether. So does the MAGA wing of the American Republican Party. Meanwhile the humanitarian agencies of the UN, never models of functionality, became so "bureaucratized," in the words of Alex Rondos, a former European Union special representative for the Horn of Africa, that officials "refused to take risks, even to prevent deaths."

The UN Security Council became contentious, then dysfunctional. Independent UN negotiators lost their backing and clout. Finally, the Russian invasion of Ukraine pitted one security-council member directly against three others for the first time since the Cold War, ending, perhaps forever, any role for the UN Security Council as a serious place to debate matters of war and peace.

Thanks to this shift, the UN has not launched a completely new peacekeeping mission since 2014--and even that one, to the Central African Republic, was possible, as Jeremy Konyndyk of Refugees International put it to me, only because it concerned a country "no major power really cared that much about, strategically." The international negotiators and UN envoys who might have once persuaded all of the players to seek peace in Sudan have faded into the background. The UN was slow to react to the civilian revolution in 2019. Only after an unforgivably long time, in January 2021, did the UN secretary-general, Antonio Guterres, appoint a diplomat, Volker Perthes, to head the grandly named UN Integrated Transition Assistance Mission in Sudan. But after the military coup overthrew that government, Perthes told me, "we didn't have any transition to assist." He stayed involved, and tried to negotiate the return of the prime minister and to mediate between the two armies. But the Sudanese military accused him of partiality because he insisted on speaking to both sides, and finally declared him persona non grata.

The UN's relationship with Sudan never recovered. Guterres periodically issues declarations ("We must do more--and do more now--to help the people of Sudan out of this nightmare"), but he hasn't been to Sudan himself. His envoy to Sudan, a former Algerian foreign minister, is widely criticized for perceived bias, because the UN, in practice, treats the SAF as the legitimate government. UN staff in Sudan repeatedly point to the bureaucratic obstacles all combatants create to hamper the distribution of aid. In a briefing to the UN Security Council, Christopher Lockyear, the head of Doctors Without Borders, said that the "delivery of humanitarian assistance in Sudan remains exceedingly and, in some cases, deliberately complex." He also warned that both sides were using aid, and aid agencies, as a source of legitimacy. One former UN diplomat told me, more bluntly, that the Sudanese army was "using starvation as a weapon of war."

That kind of criticism comes from real frustration. But it doesn't build warm feelings. The Sudanese army's finance minister, Gibril Ibrahim, told me that the "international community" is largely irrelevant, and that "mainly Gulf countries" are providing help for victims of the conflict. Though this was untrue--as of last year, hundreds of millions of American dollars were still flowing to Sudan--the comment was revealing. In practice, Sudan's leaders, on all sides of the conflict, have already turned away from the U.S., the UN, and international aid and international law, because in their world, these things mean nothing.

We crossed over the border into Sudan near the Chadian city of Adre, a place literally built on shifting sand. Devoid of trees, grass, and water, Adre now hosts more than 200,000 Sudanese refugees. I visited its main camp--a real one, not a converted school--which looks from the outside like a fortified prison. The border itself is now a noisy no-man's-land, crowded with transport trucks, tiny wagons, cars, pickup trucks, camels, and donkeys. If gold or weapons were wrapped in someone's blanket or hidden beneath the seats of a van, no one would know. I encountered no customs officials or formal border posts as I crossed into Sudan from Chad, because there isn't a proper government on the Sudanese side.

The RSF maintains order in West Darfur (or does for the moment). Men with machine guns patrol the markets. Pickup trucks carrying more soldiers park in front of the dilapidated local administration buildings. But the men who control the city can't provide much else. One might call West Darfur a libertarian paradise: There is no income tax, no government, no regulations--but also not many roads, hospitals, or schools.


Sudanese refugees are relocated from a camp outside Al-Fashir, in Darfur, to the camp in Tine, Chad, in early May, after the RSF attacked Al-Fashir. The RSF killed dozens of civilians and set homes and humanitarian offices on fire, forcing more than 400,000 people to flee the camp. (Lynsey Addario for The Atlantic)



I traveled from Adre to El Geneina, a city in West Darfur, with an escort who had been assigned to us by the RSF. He was studying in Dubai and wore sneakers and neat khakis instead of a jalabiya and turban. But he got us through every one of the dozens of checkpoints we encountered by calling out greetings to the men with guns, offering an embrace, and sometimes stopping to chat, perhaps about relatives or mutual friends. On the last day of our trip, he told me that he hoped someday to go to California, to learn about California, and then to come home and make Darfur more like California.

Others also told us they aspired to the things that the liberal world used to stand for. Among them was Al Tigani Karshoum, the current governor of West Darfur, who had formerly served as the deputy to the previous governor, Khamis Abakar. The two men were appointed in the years following a government agreement to broker peace and share power. Abakar was a member of the Masalit tribe, which before the war was the largest ethnic group in El Geneina. Karshoum's links are to the Masalit's Arabic-speaking rivals, the tribes that comprised the bulk of the Janjaweed and now the RSF.

The competition between the Masalit and the Arabs is old, although it wasn't always lethal. The Masalit, along with other tribes, were farmers; the Arabs were nomads, camel herders. Although they think of themselves as ethnically different, they coexisted and even intermarried in Darfur for decades, until climate change dried up the land and made the arable parts scarce. Following a major drought and famine in 1984-85, everyone began to buy weapons. "A herd of a thousand camels represents more than a million dollars on the hoof," the historian Alex de Waal wrote in 2004. "Only the most naive herd-owner would not buy automatic rifles." This conflict was then accelerated by the Bashir government in Khartoum, which gave the nomads more weapons and empowered them, as the Janjaweed, to repress their neighbors.

The current civil war has reignited and amplified this old rivalry, along with many other Sudanese rivalries, as it enabled both sides to acquire sophisticated weapons from around the world. Governor Abakar and the Masalit sided with the Sudanese Armed Forces, which had tanks and airplanes. The RSF and the nomadic Arabs brought in drones, howitzers, multiple-rocket launchers, and other weapons from abroad. They used their arsenal to unleash a wave of violence on the Masalit neighborhoods of El Geneina, according to a UN report, killing 10,000 to 15,000 people. Abakar himself was kidnapped and then murdered.

Under a tent outside the sprawling refugee camp in Adre, Darassalam, a teacher and headmistress of a school, told me that Arab soldiers had come to her neighborhood in El Geneina and ordered her to go to Chad. They told her they wanted to "clean the town of black skins." The RSF, which she called the Janjaweed, killed people in front of her. "I saw raped women and men in front of me, beaten people in front of me." In 2023, other Masalit exiles told Reuters they had seen Karshoum himself riding in pickup trucks, giving orders to sack houses. As a result of these and other accounts, which he denies, Karshoum is under EU sanctions.

Karshoum told me a different story. He claimed, as did several others, that the Masalit and the SAF began the conflict. He expressed anguish about what had happened in El Geneina. After the murder of Abakar, he had been too distraught to continue his duties, he told me. Abakar, he said, was "my friend." A council of elders, including several dozen tribal and religious leaders, came to his house and asked him to stay on. At first, he told me, he refused. Finally he agreed.

I don't know whether what Karshoum told me was true. But he wanted me to understand that he had real civil-society support, that he himself was a civilian, and that he wanted to build a civilian government, one that represented all the ethnic groups in the region. He told me that there should be an independent investigation into the events that unfolded in the spring of 2023 (although the UN has already conducted one). He assured me that the Masalit were returning home to Sudan, and encouraged me to come and witness a local meeting of Masalit and other tribes, due to take place in another town a few hours' drive away.

The event didn't happen, or maybe I wasn't wanted; the reason for the canceled invitation was never clear. But I did meet the reconciliation committee that supported Karshoum. About a dozen of the committee members gathered in a single bare room and introduced themselves, each one naming his tribe or clan, including a man who introduced himself as a Masalit. We also met Abdulbaqi Ali Hussein Ahmed, a lawyer and the chairman of the local constituent assembly. Solemnly, he showed me the old council chamber, with its worn tiles, watermarked walls, and shuttered windows, and promised it would someday be used again, by all of the ethnic groups in the region.

Outside Sudan, the RSF also wants to be seen as a force for democracy, not as a rapacious militia engaged in ethnic cleansing. This past spring, together with allied militias, a group of RSF leaders announced plans to form a Government of Peace and Unity, and to issue passports and currency. All of these efforts evoke a lot of scorn. In Adre, Asaad Bahr Al-Din, the brother of the sultan of the Masalit, told us that although some Masalit might return to El Geneina to trade or collect belongings, few were returning for good. "There is discrimination," he told us. "No freedom." Perceived enemies of the RSF were still intimidated, sometimes beaten, even just for looking insufficiently sad upon hearing the news of RSF battlefield defeats. In Port Sudan, I asked the finance minister, a Darfuri himself, what he thought of the RSF's Government of Peace and Unity, and he dismissed it immediately. "They know nothing about democracy. Actually, they have been used by others to talk about democracy."

I heard the use of the word democracy differently. Think back, again, to the decades that followed the sack of Rome. Long after the empire was too weak to exert real power, Latin remained the language of scholarship, of the Church, of universal communication. In much of the world, the terms democracy and civil society now function in the same way: They signify that the user aspires to something better--to legitimacy, to statehood. Warlords can rule by brute force for a time, but eventually they want recognition, acceptance, maybe statehood and UN membership.

The path to all of those things still runs through international law, even in a world where international law is scorned, dismissed, and ignored by the countries that invented it.

One day toward the end of our stay in El Geneina, we planned to leave early to travel to Zalingei, another town about 100 miles to the east, and to return the same day. The desert road between the two cities is one of the best in Darfur, which simply means that most of it is paved. Even so, the route requires a detour across a dried riverbed to avoid a bombed-out bridge, passes through more than a dozen RSF checkpoints, and runs through a region without cellphone connection and only loose RSF control. A daytime drive was said to be safe, but everyone advised us to get home before dark: Not only are there no taxes and no government regulations in Darfur, but there are also no highway police, no rescue services. No one will come help you if anything goes wrong.


At the Iriba district hospital in northeastern Chad, Taiba Adnan Suliman holds Hussein, one of her five-month-old twins, who is severely malnourished. Taiba and her seven children walked for 20 days from Al-Fashir.  (Lynsey Addario for The Atlantic)



The day went badly. We lost time in the morning, waiting for permission from the RSF to leave the city by car. We arrived very late for an appointment at a hospital, and the physicians we had planned to meet had left for lunch. We were even later for our next meeting, and squeezed the one after that into just a few minutes. Then, right after we finally got back into the car and prepared to head out of the city, our driver, who had come with us from Chad and wasn't very communicative, abruptly announced that he was out of gas. There are no gas stations in Zalingei, so we went to a street market and filled the tank out of big plastic containers. By the time this tedious operation was concluded, it was late afternoon.

We headed out of town. Then, just as the sun was setting, the day devolved into a scene from a bad movie. The car started shaking, then slowed down. We had a flat tire. We got out of the car to change it. The spare tire was broken. Our guide, who had been relaxed and chatty throughout the previous difficulties, suddenly changed his tone. He barked orders at the driver, telling him to keep moving, despite the flat tire: We had to get to a checkpoint. It wasn't safe to be stuck in the middle of the desert in the dark.

Just then, we saw a car approaching in the distance--unusual for this time of day. Our driver, our translator, and our guide stayed tense and silent, waiting to see who it would be. The car was a pickup truck; the passengers were men in flowing robes and turbans, carrying AK-47s, some riding in the cabin, some standing in the back.

The truck slowed down. Our guide smiled widely and held out his arms. He called out a name. One of the passengers, wearing a robin's-egg-blue jalabiya and a camouflage turban, jumped off the truck and rushed to embrace him. It was his brother-in-law.

We were rescued. The brother-in-law and his comrades had a Starlink dish mounted on the hood of their pickup truck, so we had Wi-Fi. They gave us their functional spare tire, and escorted us back to El Geneina in the dark. In a lawless world--in a place run by militias, clans, and families--you are perfectly safe as long as your relatives are the ones in charge.

A couple of days after we left Khartoum, the Sudanese army recaptured the presidential palace, the symbolic seat of power in the capital. Soldiers filmed themselves shouting triumphant slogans and waving rifles in front of broken windows. Sudanese military officials posted reams of praise on social media. In Port Sudan, several people predicted confidently that the war would soon end, perhaps as early as April, because the Sudanese army would now quickly reconquer the rest of the country.

That same day, Colonel Ibrahim, the earnest military-liaison officer who'd helped us because he didn't want Sudan to become a "forgotten war," was killed in a drone strike, together with a team of Sudanese television journalists. The RSF must have targeted them, to spoil what would have been newsworthy film and photographs. Over tea that evening in the garden of our hotel in Port Sudan, a senior Sudanese-military officer, the scion of a family with a long tradition in the government and army, told us in confidence that he disagreed with the official optimism. The war would not end soon. His own family, whose members found themselves on different sides of the conflict, bitterly divided, were still "electing by their legs" to leave the country, traveling to Egypt, or Abu Dhabi, or beyond.

Some weeks later, the RSF began using drones to hit Port Sudan, including the hotel with the garden where we'd had tea. The Sudanese-military leaders accused the Emiratis of coordinating the strike, and finally cut all ties with Abu Dhabi. The UN suspended flights into Port Sudan. Some of the diplomats who remained in Port Sudan also, I was told, began to contemplate leaving.

But not everyone will leave. Nor will everyone succumb to the nihilism and greed that drive the war, or to the despair that has followed so much destruction.

On one of my visits to al-Nau Hospital, in Omdurman, I met Momen wd Zaineb. We had arranged to meet in the hospital courtyard, but conversation proved almost impossible. Wd Zaineb was surrounded by a large crowd of mostly elderly people, all waving small bits of paper. These were prescriptions for medications that aren't available at al-Nau, which has a dedicated staff of emergency doctors and a free pharmacy but limited supplies, especially of medications for chronic diseases. Wd Zaineb raises money on Facebook to pay for the medications, periodically asking his 125,000 followers to donate. Social media has also helped make his long, curly black hair and wire-rimmed glasses into a kind of trademark. When he is at the hospital, he is deluged by people who recognize him, people who want to be cured.

Wd Zaineb's local prominence also has deeper roots, in the revolutionary movement that led to the end of the Bashir regime, and in the community of Sudanese who use the language of transparency, democracy, and power-sharing not to appeal to some foreign ideal or to win outside recognition, but because they believe this is the only way to achieve peace in Sudan. "We have abundant resources," he told me. "But we suffer from massive mismanagement and even greater corruption; that's why our people live in these tragic conditions. Our country is a paradise, but there are those who want to live in that paradise alone, to rule it, and to own all its wealth."

As a result of these beliefs, wd Zaineb has spent a lot of his life in hiding. He hid first from the Bashir regime. After the coup, he hid from the military dictatorship. On the first day of the war, he nevertheless went immediately to al-Nau, which was then in the middle of the conflict zone, to see what he could do to help injured civilians. Together with dozens and eventually hundreds of other activists across the country, on both sides of the conflict, wd Zaineb helped build the Emergency Response Rooms, raising money, at first from diaspora Sudanese, to provide people with the communal kitchens I saw all over the country, along with medical care and other help. The Emergency Response Rooms, known as the ERR movement--sooner or later, every Sudanese group becomes known by its acronym--eventually built shared fundraising platforms that are capable of raising money around the world and distributing aid around the country. "We did all of this on our own," wd Zaineb told me, "as revolutionaries, without any support from the government." That kind of independence generates hostility from both the RSF and the Sudanese military, who have repressed ERR volunteers. Alsanosi Adam, a member of the ERR communications team, based in Kenya, advised me to be careful meeting volunteers on the ground, because the interaction might attract unwanted attention from the authorities.

But wd Zaineb wanted to meet, and eventually we arranged to do so a second time, this time behind a water tank where petitioners couldn't immediately find him. I asked him to explain the connection between this volunteer work and his political activism, and he told me that they are the same thing. The war, he said, is run by people who want to destroy, so he tries to do the opposite: to build. He pointed at the huddle of people who were already gathering a few feet away, waiting for him. "Him, he's like my father. Her, she's like my mother. All these people need help, so I came to help. I stay here sometimes for 10 hours a day." There aren't enough ambulances, so he and his network of volunteers also help people get to the hospital after a bombing raid, assist the families of the injured, even bury the dead.

The hospital authorities are wary of wd Zaineb--he's not a physician; medications can interact badly with one another. Their doctors and nurses also do heroic work, providing emergency help to victims of the war. Maybe his politics make them nervous too. Still, they tolerate wd Zaineb standing in the courtyard. Without him, the small mob of sick people would not have access to any medication at all.


After breaking their fast in the evening during Ramadan, Sudanese men pray on a median strip in Omdurman. (Lynsey Addario for The Atlantic)



Many others share his views. During that rushed, truncated day in Zalingei, we did have one memorable meeting, with a group of students and professionals--among them a physician, a teacher, and an environmental engineer--who had, during the two years of war, collectively created 45 Emergency Response Rooms in Central Darfur, staffed by more than 800 volunteers. Many had lost their job when universities, hospitals, and government offices were shelled or shut down, but they still thought it important to "give something to the community," as one of them told me. Like wd Zaineb, they wanted to build, they told me, not destroy.

Asked about motivations, one used the term nafeer, which refers to "communal labor" or "communal work." Another mentioned takiya, when "people collect their food together and to eat together, to share it, if somebody doesn't have food for supper or dinner." While traveling in Sudan during Ramadan, I saw many instances of men far from home--drivers, workers, or indeed our translators--joining the communal prayers and meals served on the street when the fast is broken at sundown.

It's easy, from a great distance, to be cynical about or dismissive of the prospects for good government in Sudan, but these are the same kinds of traditions that have become the foundation for more democratic, less violent political systems in other places. Nafeer reminded me of toloka, an old Slavic word I heard used to explain the roots of the volunteer movement in Ukraine. Takiya sounds like the community barn-raisings of 19th-century rural America. The communal activists who draw on these old ideas do so not because of a foreign influence campaign, or because they have read John Locke or James Madison, or because, like the inhabitants of medieval Europe, they want to turn the clock back to a different era. They do so because their experience with autocracy, violence, and nihilism pushes them to want democracy, civilian government, and a system of power-sharing that would include all the people and all the tribes of Sudan.

On both of my trips to Sudan, I traveled out via Dubai, and each time it felt like a scene from a children's book, where one of the characters walks through a mirror or a wardrobe and emerges in a completely different universe. In Sudan, some people have nothing except a bowl of bean soup once a day. In the Dubai airport, the Chanel store is open all night, AirPods can be purchased for the flight home, and multiple juice bars serve crushed tropical fruits.

But despite the illusion of separation, those universes are connected, and the same forces that have destroyed Sudan are coming for other countries too. Violence inspired and fueled by multiple outsiders has already destroyed Syria, Libya, and Yemen, and is spreading in Chad, Ethiopia, South Sudan, and beyond. Greed, nihilism, and transactionalism are reshaping the politics of the rich world too. As old rules and norms fall away, they are not replaced by a new structure. They are replaced by nothing.



This article appears in the September 2025 print edition with the headline "This Is What the End of the Liberal World Order Looks Like."
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Why the White House Backed Down From Its First Big Education Cuts

Defunding popular programs can be as unwelcome in Trump country as it is in coastal cities.

by Toluse Olorunnipa




The email arrived at 10:55 p.m. on Friday, July 25, with an upbeat subject line: "Big News: Key Federal Title Funds Set to Release Next Week." It was sent by North Dakota's schools superintendent, Kirsten Baesler, who is awaiting confirmation to become an assistant secretary at the U.S. Department of Education, the very agency that had been holding back the funds in question--more than $5 billion--from school districts for weeks.

"Thank you for your advocacy, patience, professionalism, and persistence as we've waited for these essential funds to flow," Baesler wrote to local school leaders. Like their peers across the country, North Dakota educators had grown dismayed as the congressionally approved money, one of the largest federal-grant programs for K-12 students, had been held up. Some had spent the summer pondering layoffs and sweating over spreadsheets. "Hopefully, this development will provide greater clarity as you move forward with budget planning for the upcoming year," Baesler reassured them. She signed the message, "With relief and gratitude."

That an incoming official of the Department of Education was touting the importance of federal dollars for a heavily Republican state underscores the conundrum that President Donald Trump faces in his attempt to dismantle the agency. On the campaign trail, Trump's promise to "send education back to the states" was often greeted with applause, and the Supreme Court has allowed the president to go ahead with his plans to gut the Education Department. But the four-week funding freeze--and the backlash it sparked--showed that cutting popular programs for schoolkids can be as unwelcome in Trump country as it is in coastal cities.

Quinta Jurecic: The Supreme Court won't explain itself

"After months of being told to 'wait it out,' districts are now supposed to pick up the pieces and act like everything's fine," Steven Johnson, the superintendent of Fort Ransom School District, in southeastern North Dakota, told me. "I've got to be honest--this doesn't sit well out here. You can't freeze money that was already allocated, leave schools hanging through hiring season and budget planning, and then expect us to just be grateful when it finally shows up. Rural folks don't like being jerked around."

While the funds were frozen, an informal alliance emerged between rural and big-city educators who pushed back against the president. Lawmakers from some of the reddest parts of the country opposed the funding pause too, an early warning signal to the White House as it weighs plans that might further disrupt the public-education system.

If the Trump administration's decision to abruptly cut off the funding began as a trial balloon, it ended as a cautionary tale.

In arguing for the dismantling of the Education Department, Trump has asserted that America's schoolchildren have fallen further behind their global peers since the department's creation, in 1979. This is correct, but his proposed solution of sending education "back to the states" has always been a bit misleading. The federal government accounts for only about 10 percent of K-12 funding; states and localities cover the bulk of the cost. Still, the money that the administration withheld last month--which initially totaled about $6.8 billion--is significant. It represents more than 7.5 percent of the Education Department's current budget. The funds pay for after-school programs, teacher training, English-learner services, migrant-education grants, and STEM activities. Many schools rely on the money to pay educators and run summer programs.

Educators across the country first learned on June 30 that the money was being frozen, just hours before it was supposed to be released. In a three-sentence email, the Department of Education told states that it was withholding the funds to conduct a review, "given the change in Administrations." The unsigned message came from noreply@ed.gov and offered no details on what the review entailed, how long it would take, or whether the money would ultimately be released. The closest thing to an explanation came from the Office of Management and Budget, which asserted in a statement that the funds had previously been used to "subsidize a radical left-wing agenda," support LGBTQ programming, and "promote illegal immigrant advocacy."

Schools immediately began to feel the impact of the missing funds. In Cincinnati, administrators were forced to cancel orders for new curriculum materials and pause some services for students learning English. Some teachers in Fargo, North Dakota, learned that their annual $500 bonus was abruptly being cut. Officials in California, which had been expecting almost $1 billion from the federal funds, abruptly paused operations for a teacher-training program.

Back-to-school planning was affected too. In the nation's second-largest school district, Los Angeles, officials braced for "impossible choices" such as potentially having to shut down after-school tutoring or lay off school counselors, the district's superintendent, Alberto Carvalho, told me. "For us to organize and budget and prepare for a school year impacting 540,000 students--in addition to 70,000 adult learners--we need to know what our recurring revenues are," he said. Johnson, whose hometown of Fort Ransom, North Dakota, has a population of 2,200 and is 70 miles from the nearest Walmart, made the same case when he spoke with me from his cattle ranch. "If we don't hire staff between such-and-such a date, we're not going to get them," he told me. "So the delay tactics already have hurt." In a survey conducted last month by the School Superintendents Association, a group that advocates for more federal support for K-12 education, hundreds of school-district leaders from across the country similarly reported that they were planning to lay off teachers and cut classroom programs if the hold on funds persisted into August.

David A. Graham: What does the Department of Education actually do?

In Washington, lawmakers from both parties began to relay these concerns to the White House. In a July 16 letter to OMB Director Russell Vought, Senator Shelley Moore Capito of West Virginia joined nine other Republican senators--including lawmakers from six of the 10 states Trump carried by the largest margins in November--to urge the administration to release the money immediately. The senators noted that Congress had already approved the funding as part of a spending law and called on the administration to "faithfully implement" that legislation. "Withholding these funds will harm students, families and local economies," the senators wrote. Senator Tommy Tuberville of Alabama did not sign the letter but told reporters on July 17 that he planned to talk with Trump about the funds during a dinner that was planned for the following day. (I asked Tuberville's office if the senator had gone through with the conversation but didn't get a response.)

Meanwhile, local and state officials from across the demographic and political spectrum banded together to advocate for the funding's release. On July 21, a group that included school districts and teachers' unions filed a joint lawsuit challenging the halt in funding. Among the plaintiffs were the Kuspuk School District, in remote Alaska, which has about 300 students spread out over 12,000 square miles, as well as Cincinnati Public Schools, which has 35,000 students in about 80 square miles. "They do not want to spend their time suing the federal government," the lawsuit said of the schools. "They want to do their jobs serving students and communities." (The case is pending.)

That same day, the Department of Education released part of the funding--$1.4 billion for "21st Century Community Learning Centers" grants, which high-poverty states such as West Virginia disproportionately rely on for after-school and summer-school programs. A few days later, on July 25, the department said it would release the more than $5 billion in remaining funds. Federal officials offered no public accounting of what their review had turned up, but they threatened further scrutiny of school districts that ran afoul of federal civil-rights laws and presidential directives. The Trump administration has used civil-rights legislation to go after schools for policies regarding transgender athletes and diversity, equity, and inclusion.

The White House and the Education Department did not respond to requests for comment about the funds. Speaking at a National Governors Association meeting on the day the funds were released, Education Secretary Linda McMahon said the federal government was "well satisfied" after evaluating the grant programs under review and that she expected dollars to flow more seamlessly in the future.

Although OMB officials had initially attempted to cast the review as part of Trump's effort to root out liberal ideology from schools, Jon Valant, who researches K-12 policy at the Brookings Institution, told me that the White House was never likely to find much evidence to back up those claims. "When you have a country with millions of public-school teachers across about 100,000 public schools, if you look, sure, you're going to find someone somewhere who's doing something objectionable," he said. "But the vast majority of these funds are used in ways that hardly any American would object to."

Ed Hermes, a school-board member in Phoenix, echoed this. "This is going to Girl Scouts. This is going to softball. I know because my kids are in these programs," Hermes, a former schoolteacher himself, told me. "This is going to fund kids getting help with their math homework after school."

The decision to hold back the congressionally mandated funding came as the Education Department has lost nearly half its workforce under Trump, who is proposing additional budget cuts for the agency. The White House has asked Congress to slash grants for migrant education, English-language acquisition, and other programs funded by the money that was recently frozen, as part of next year's budget.

If she is confirmed by the Senate, Baesler, the North Dakota superintendent, could soon join that effort as the next assistant secretary for elementary and secondary education. Whether she will use her new perch to contribute to the Trump administration's goal of shutting down the department or advocate on behalf of schools that rely on federal funds is a question of great concern to educators in her home state. Wayne Trottier, who retired in June as superintendent of the school district in Sawyer, North Dakota (population 307), told me that he'd recently confronted Baesler about the funding freeze. Trottier said that he'd asked her whether she would fight from the inside against the Trump administration's cuts. "This is why the Department of Education needs me on staff now and not later," he recalled her saying.

Baesler did not respond to my requests for comment. In an email to superintendents yesterday, she said she was "pleased" to announce that the dollars were now available, and thanked McMahon, North Dakota lawmakers, and local educators "who advocated for the release of these funds."

Kevin Carey: Scammers are coming for college students

She could have a tough time in Washington making the case for Trump's proposed cuts. On Thursday, a bipartisan group of lawmakers on the Senate Appropriations Committee passed a spending bill that rejected Trump's plan to scale down the Education Department. The bill also included language essentially banning the Trump administration from pursuing another funding freeze for K-12 schools next year. It passed by a 26-3 margin and now heads to the full Senate for a vote.

The Trump administration could also continue to face resistance from around the country. In my conversations with school officials from both urban and rural districts, I frequently heard them making the case for each other. Johnson, who serves on the board of the National Rural Education Association, which advocates for schools in remote areas, stressed the crucial role the department plays in defending the civil rights of minority students and immigrants--of which there are few in his town. "Why are they picking on the Hispanics?" he said at one point. Luisa Santos, who serves on the school board in Florida's large and very diverse Miami-Dade County, told me that without the Education Department, smaller districts would struggle the most. "The federal government is able to support extremely rural areas--areas that, frankly, I don't think could generate that funding on their own if they needed to," she said.

This urban-rural alliance could be tested, however, as Trump aims to move forward with his broader education agenda, which includes advancing school-choice vouchers, filing lawsuits against schools over transgender policies, and promoting what the White House has called "patriotic education." Some educators I spoke with feared that long-standing cultural divides over immigration, race, gender, sexuality, and how to teach American history could create fissures among school districts that have found common cause in advocating for broadly popular programs such as summer school.

The administration's decision to end the funding freeze, these sources said, could ultimately be a tactical retreat ahead of a more aggressive push to demolish the Department of Education. "It's a half-sigh of relief," Santos said about the release of federal funds, adding that a "roller coaster of unknowns" still awaits educators as the new school year begins. "I don't think this is the end at all."
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Pete Hegseth's Pentagon Is Becoming a Bubble

An already insular Defense Department is sealing itself off from outside thinkers.

by Nancy A. Youssef




Last month, a group of seven U.S. generals and admirals--including the top admiral in charge of U.S. military operations in the Asia-Pacific region--prepared to travel to the Aspen Security Forum, in Colorado. Security officials had spoken at the annual conference for years, including during Donald Trump's first term, and were set to discuss topics such as the wars in Gaza and Ukraine, the future of AI, and threats from China. But a day before the forum began, the officers' staff got calls from the Pentagon telling them to stay away. On social media, Sean Parnell, the Defense Department's top spokesperson, later made clear why: The forum, he said, was "hosted by an organization that promotes the evils of globalism, disdain for America, and hatred for our great president, Donald J. Trump."

Aspen, it turned out, was only the beginning. Within days, Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth had ordered the DOD to vet all future event attendance by any defense official. In a statement to Politico, Parnell declared that the move was meant to "ensure the Department of Defense is not lending its name and credibility to organizations, forums, and events that run counter to the values of this administration." (The Aspen Institute, which sponsors the security forum, describes itself as nonpartisan.)

Parnell's characterization of the new policy was vague, but it represented an abrupt departure from long-established DOD practices, and an important shift in the way that the military engages with the outside world: A Pentagon that has already grown more insular under Hegseth could end up cutting itself off from thinkers and ideas beyond the building, or at least those with which the administration disagrees.

Tom Nichols: The Pentagon against the think tanks

Military personnel and conference planners I spoke with described the decision as the latest battle in a broader war on ideas at the Pentagon under Hegseth. Earlier this year, the DOD eliminated the Office of Net Assessment, which had been created in the 1970s as a hub for strategic analysts to produce internal assessments of U.S. readiness against potential foes. Hegseth, who himself keeps a small group of advisers, was behind both decisions, defense officials told me.

Troops and civilians attend hundreds of events annually on behalf of the Pentagon, and have been doing so for decades. Whether gatherings on heady topics such as economic warfare and "gray zone" tactics or highly technical symposia about combatting rust on ships and the future of drone warfare, these events keep the military plugged into ideas from scholars and industry. Particularly since the Iraq War, the military has said that it wants to seek out ways to challenge its assumptions and solicit outside views--to make officers think through their plans and strategies and the second- and third-order effects of their decisions. Conferences are some of the main venues for this kind of exchange, though not the only ones; officers from dozens of other nations sit alongside American counterparts at U.S. war colleges, for example.

Previous administrations have required military personnel to secure approval to attend conferences. The difference, this time, is the apparently partisan slant to the vetting process. By prohibiting DOD personnel from engaging with viewpoints that the administration disagrees with, defense officials and conference planners told me, the Pentagon risks groupthink that could have real consequences.

Pete Mansoor, a retired Army colonel who served as executive officer to General David Petraeus during the 2007 surge in Iraq, told me he believes that Hegseth's emphasis on "lethality" over the kind of strategic thinking often fostered at conferences and think tanks could prove dangerous. "The fact that officers stopped thinking strategically and only thought about lethality resulted in a war that was almost lost in Iraq," Mansoor, now a senior faculty fellow at Ohio State University's Mershon Center for International Security Studies, said. "I'm sure the Russian army also stresses lethality," he continued, "but they have educated their generals on the basis of a million casualties" in Ukraine.

Read: Trump's cosplay Cabinet

If the department continues to ban conference attendance in a substantial way, it will also make U.S. forces more like their Russian and Chinese counterparts, which in many cases can seek outside views only through state-sanctioned academics. "When did our ideas become so fragile that they can't stand up to someone who has alternate views?" one defense official asked me. (The official requested anonymity because they were not authorized to speak publicly about this issue.)

The Defense Department review of conference attendance is having an immediate impact. Only after the policy was announced did Pentagon officials realize how many conferences military personnel attend, leading to a scramble to draft formal guidance across the force, defense officials told me. A DOD spokesperson was unable to tell me when such guidance will be released, and responded to a request for comment by pointing me to Parnell's statement about the review. In the meantime, military personnel are preemptively canceling their attendance at conferences. Some inside the Pentagon have even canceled internal meetings, fearful of running afoul of the new ban on "events" and "forums" not approved beforehand. National-security experts at think tanks, which often host security conferences, told me they are now unsure how much they can engage with American service members and the civilians working alongside them.

Also unclear is whether the policy applies to industry-related conferences, some of which are sponsored by private companies that spend millions of dollars to host them. Adding to the confusion, it was not initially clear whether the policy applied to one of the services, the Coast Guard, which falls under the Department of Homeland Security, not the DOD; a Coast Guard spokesperson told me that the service is working to align its policy with current DOD guidance.

Some military leaders dislike attending conferences and think-tank events, of course. Appearing in public forums can mean facing political questions and potentially giving a career-ending answer. Moreover, some leaders argue, think tanks are not always the best source of new ideas, particularly given that so many of their staff members once worked in government themselves. To tackle national-security threats, generals and admirals should be focused on warfare, not speaking to those who have never been on the front lines, the argument goes.

Read: The Pentagon's policy guy is all in on China

But the U.S. military has had a symbiotic relationship with think tanks for years. While government employees and military officers are mired in day-to-day operations and focused on tactical warfare, outside scholars have the time and space for engaging in strategic thinking and coming up with solutions to thorny problems. Some think tanks have created positions for serving officers, and the Pentagon has also created internal positions for think tankers, in part to facilitate an exchange of ideas. "So often in government, you are choosing between awful options. You think you have found the least-bad options, and places like think tanks allow you to test that conclusion," Mara Karlin, a former U.S. assistant secretary of defense for strategy, plans, and capabilities, told me.

Several real policy changes have emerged from that arrangement. Scholars at the American Enterprise Institute, a right-leaning think tank, produced a proposal that served as a blueprint for the 2007 surge in Iraq, at a time when the security situation in the country was deteriorating. A 2022 Center for Strategic and International Studies war-game exercise found that, in a hypothetical situation in which China invaded Taiwan, the United States would be in grave jeopardy in a matter of weeks--the Chinese could successfully sink an aircraft carrier, attack U.S. bases in the region, and bring down American fighter jets. The exercise spurred Pentagon officials to reassess the military planning for a potential conflict in the region.

American officials have also made important statements and announcements at security-focused conferences. In the days before Russia's 2022 invasion of Ukraine, then-Vice President Kamala Harris appeared at the Munich Security Conference to outline U.S. fears of imminent war. Earlier this year, Vice President J. D. Vance also attended the Munich Security Conference, where he blasted American allies and cast doubt on the idea that the United States would remain Europe's security guarantor. This year, Hegseth himself appeared at the International Institute for Strategic Studies' Shangri-La Dialogue, in Singapore, where he outlined U.S. strategy to combat threats from China. (Breaking with long-standing military norms of nonpartisanship, Hegseth also spoke to young conservatives at Turning Point USA's Student Action Summit last month.)

Later this year, the Ronald Reagan Presidential Library & Museum will host a major national-security conference that usually draws Cabinet secretaries, industry leaders, and America's top generals and admirals. Several past defense secretaries have delivered the keynote speech. A phrase often invoked at the conference is peace through strength, which Reagan introduced into the modern lexicon during the 1980 presidential election, and which became a mantra of his administration's defense policy. It has also become one of Hegseth's favorite phrases for describing the military under Trump. And yet, by Hegseth's own directive, no one knows whether he or the troops he urges to embrace that approach will be able to attend the conference that celebrates it.



*Illustration Sources: Marat Musabirov / Getty; Javier Zayas Photography / Getty; cveltri / Getty; Svetlana Ievleva / Getty.
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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."




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2025/07/ice-budget-immigration-enforcement/683678/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



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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        Israel's Settler Right Is Preparing to Annex Gaza
        Yair Rosenberg

        After Hamas massacred some 1,200 Israelis on October 7, 2023, the Israeli settler right converged on a plan. In 2005, Israel had uprooted about 8,000 settlers from Gaza, ceding the territory to Palestinian control. Many of the settlers never forgave the state for removing them; now they saw a chance to return. And so while other Israelis mourned, the hard right went to work, methodically building a political movement to retake the Gaza Strip, annex it, and repopulate it with Jewish settlements. A...

      

      
        Trump Wasted No Time Derailing His Own AI Plan
        Thomas Wright

        President Donald Trump recently released his plan for the United States to win the global race for AI dominance. The document has some good ideas about expanding domestic infrastructure, encouraging other countries to adopt American AI models, and imposing export controls on advanced semiconductor chips. But over the past few months, Trump has undermined his own goals and ceded much of America's leverage to foreign powers. By setting the U.S. back in the AI race, he has created a host of strategi...

      

      
        The Most Nihilistic Conflict on Earth
        Anne Applebaum

        Photographs by Lynsey AddarioThis article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.In the weeks before they surrendered control of Khartoum, the Rapid Support Forces sometimes took revenge on civilians. If their soldiers lost territory to the Sudanese Armed Forces during the day, the militia's commanders would turn their artillery on residential neighborhoods at night. On several consecutive evenings in March, we heard these attacks from Omdurman, on the other s...

      

      
        Feeding a Family of Seven in Gaza
        Ghada Abdulfattah

        Asala Ferany sat cross-legged inside her tent in a camp near Deir al-Balah, trying to soothe her youngest child. Nada, barely more than a year old, clung to her mother's neck with tiny, weak arms. The midday heat, nearly 90 degrees Fahrenheit, seeped through the plastic tarp above them. Sweat trickled down Asala's face, and she had to leave the tent to get some air.Nada hadn't eaten since the night before, and the only thing left to feed her was a sachet of peanut paste--one of the last things Asa...

      

      
        Israel's Last Chance
        Franklin Foer

        When Hamas bulldozed its way across the Gaza fence on October 7, 2023, it hoped to eventually provoke the opprobrium that's now flowing in Israel's direction. Launching its carnival of murder, rape, and kidnapping, the group wagered that it could bait its enemy into moral blunders that would discredit it in the eyes of the world.That vision is now unfolding as mass hunger engulfs the Gaza Strip, and images of starving children crumble American support for Israel. The fact that Hamas ignited this ...

      

      
        '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;...

      

      
        The Corrupt Bargain Behind Gaza's Catastrophe
        Yair Rosenberg

        Updated at 1:00 p.m. ET on August 6, 2025When 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 o...

      

      
        No One Was Supposed to Leave Alive
        Gisela Salim-Peyer

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.One night in mid-May, some of the Venezuelan migrants deported from the United States to a prison in El Salvador tried to break the locks on their cells with metal rails from their beds. It was a futile gesture of rebellion; no one thought they could escape. Still, punishment was swift. For six consecutive days, the inmates were subjected to lengthy beatings, three inmates told me. On the last day, male guard...

      

      
        
          	
            Failed feed: ...
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            Technology | The ...
          
        

      

    

  
	
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Israel's Settler Right Is Preparing to Annex Gaza

A radical campaign that began in 2023 is entering its final phase.

by Yair Rosenberg




After Hamas massacred some 1,200 Israelis on October 7, 2023, the Israeli settler right converged on a plan. In 2005, Israel had uprooted about 8,000 settlers from Gaza, ceding the territory to Palestinian control. Many of the settlers never forgave the state for removing them; now they saw a chance to return. And so while other Israelis mourned, the hard right went to work, methodically building a political movement to retake the Gaza Strip, annex it, and repopulate it with Jewish settlements. As I warned in late 2023, these activists planned on "displacing or expelling Palestinians," and their dream was "not restricted to the political fringes, and should not be expected to stay there." Since then, more than a third of the lawmakers in Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu's government have joined the cause.

The Israeli security establishment opposes this land grab. So do most Israelis, surveys have found for years. That dissent spilled into view last week when thousands of settler activists toured the Israeli border region near Gaza. "I hear these things and I'm horrified," a soldier tasked with protecting the group told a reporter. "It's revolting, because I know that my friends and younger brother are the ones who will guard those settlements." Referring to one of the activists, he added: "My greatest fear is that your vision will come true, and that keeps me up whole nights. I don't want my friends to sacrifice their lives for a goal that sanctifies the death of innocent people."

But popular opinion may not matter, because Netanyahu is not responsive to popular opinion. The prime minister's coalition received just 48.4 percent of the vote in Israel's most recent election, and only came to power thanks to support from far-right anti-Arab parties. Without them, Netanyahu's government would collapse, and he would have to hold elections that polls show he would lose. In other words, the Israeli leader is beholden precisely to those who aim to annex Gaza and the occupied West Bank. The Biden administration worked to combat this influence, but President Donald Trump has not only relieved that pressure--he has joined the other side, calling for Gazans to be relocated to make way for a "Riviera in the Middle East." The result: The obstacles to the far right's blueprint for conquest and ethnic cleansing have been removed, and its agenda has effectively become Netanyahu's policy.

Yair Rosenberg: The worst-kept secret of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict

Unsurprisingly then, the push for settlement and annexation has escalated. Last week, 22 lawmakers in Netanyahu's coalition signed a letter pressing Israel's defense minister to allow activists into northern Gaza itself to scout potential settlement locations. "The return of the Jewish people to these places is not just a strategic step," they wrote, "but a return to Zion in the deepest and most practical sense." On Sunday, the far-right minister Itamar Ben-Gvir visited the Temple Mount in Jerusalem, the hotly contested holy site, and declared, "We are relaying a message that from today on, we are conquering the entire Gaza Strip, announcing our sovereignty on the entire Gaza Strip, taking down every Hamas member, and encouraging voluntary emigration"--his preferred euphemism for ethnic cleansing.

Right-wing media in Israel have also begun seeding the idea of resettlement in earnest. Last Thursday, Makor Rishon, a newspaper that serves the settler community, ran a story titled "Negotiations on the Verge of Collapse: Israel Prepares for Annexation." Amit Segal, the best-sourced journalist on the Israeli right, recently promoted a poll with the headline "A Majority of Israelis Support Jewish Settlement in Gaza." The not-so-resounding results of that survey? Fifty-two percent for, 48 percent against. The poll was commissioned and published by Israel Hayom, the pro-Netanyahu newspaper founded and funded by the late right-wing casino magnate Sheldon Adelson, and it was an outlier on the topic.

Other leaked reports suggest either that Netanyahu plans to fully reoccupy Gaza--a course consistent with potential resettlement--or that he intends to pursue a comprehensive hostage deal that would lead to a negotiated conclusion to the war. These competing narratives reflect an internal information war over Israel's next steps. Not coincidentally, 19 former heads of Israel's security services released a video on Sunday calling for Israel to end the war, which they argue has crossed moral and strategic red lines and is now serving another agenda. "There are moments that represent a 'black flag' in which one must stand firm and say: This far and no further," Netanyahu's former defense minister Moshe Ya'alon declares in the clip, claiming that the government has been suborned by "messianic zealots."

For now, something intermediate might be in the offing. Segal has reported on a plan to annex the border regions of Gaza as a way to pressure Hamas to release its hostages, because the group "cares more about land than human lives." Conveniently, this piecemeal annexation could be presented as a military maneuver against Hamas, while also advancing the goals of the settler right--the sort of dual-use policy that Netanyahu has pursued to keep his partners on side since this war began.

Annexation in any form would undoubtedly be met with international opprobrium, threats of sanctions, and further isolation of Israel on the world stage. The cascade of Western countries recognizing a Palestinian state can be understood as an attempt to oppose Israeli designs on the territory. But with Trump still backing Netanyahu, the Israeli leader has little immediate incentive to alter course. Netanyahu is a master of pivoting when politically convenient--including on seemingly core principles--but he tends to choose whatever option keeps him in power, which means that changing his direction requires changing his calculation as to what will accomplish that.

Franklin Foer: Israel's last chance

Over the weekend, Jews around the world observed Tisha B'av, Judaism's day of mourning that commemorates the destruction of the First and Second Temples in Jerusalem. On Monday, Netanyahu opened his cabinet meeting with a reference to those events: "1,955 years ago, following Tisha B'av, we suffered the greatest defeat in our history," he said. "At that time, we were divided, splintered, and fighting with one another." Today, by contrast, "we are in the midst of a great war in which we attained historic achievements because we were not divided, because we stood together and fought together."

Netanyahu's boast of Israeli solidarity--made as protests against his war policy and his attempt to fire the attorney general investigating his government roiled the country--rang hollow. But the prime minister's reference to Tisha B'av was apt, if not for the reasons he thought.

As the Talmud tells it, when the Romans first laid siege to Jerusalem and the Second Temple, the walled city had supplies to withstand the blockade for years to come. The rabbinic sages counseled patience, seeking a diplomatic accommodation that would avert mass bloodshed. Instead, a group of Jewish zealots burned the city's storehouses in order to force the population to fight rather than wait out or appease their adversaries. Jerusalem was conquered and the Temple destroyed. A radical minority yoked the entire polity to a messianic policy--and the result turned out to be a national catastrophe.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2025/08/right-wing-israeli-settlers-annex-gaza/683776/?utm_source=feed
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Trump Wasted No Time Derailing His Own AI Plan

The president is setting America back in a race he desperately wants to win.

by Thomas Wright




President Donald Trump recently released his plan for the United States to win the global race for AI dominance. The document has some good ideas about expanding domestic infrastructure, encouraging other countries to adopt American AI models, and imposing export controls on advanced semiconductor chips. But over the past few months, Trump has undermined his own goals and ceded much of America's leverage to foreign powers. By setting the U.S. back in the AI race, he has created a host of strategic vulnerabilities that will bedevil future presidents.

This backsliding is the result of a rapid ideological shift within the administration, which two men in particular have spurred: David Sacks, Trump's tech-billionaire AI czar, and Jensen Huang, the CEO of Nvidia and one of America's most powerful executives in the industry. To trace their growing influence on Trump, consider Nvidia's H20 chip.

In late 2023, Nvidia designed the H20 chip specifically for the Chinese market--a legal workaround to export controls that President Joe Biden had imposed. Nearly a year before the H20 was brought to market, OpenAI released a transformative large language model called o1, which employs the same kind of complex reasoning that the H20 chips were built to power. Practically overnight, the chips handed Beijing a significant competitive advantage. Biden was planning to outlaw their export to China but left office before he could. In April, Trump enacted the ban himself.

Around this time, the balance of power in the Trump administration began to tilt toward Sacks, who saw the H20 ban as counterproductive, both strategically and economically. He gradually gained a bureaucratic advantage: The right-wing provocateur Laura Loomer persuaded Trump to fire David Feith, an ideological opponent of Sacks who ran a directorate at the National Security Council focused on technology. The NSC itself was weakened and hollowed out. And, earlier this summer, the administration gutted the State Department's "tech envoy" office, which had supported export controls.

Read: Donald Trump is fairy-godmothering AI

Then, last month, Trump met with Huang in the White House. By this point, support within the administration for export controls had considerably softened, thanks in part to Sacks. Trump decided to lift the restrictions on the H20 chips, allowing their sale to China. Some observers assumed that the reversal was part of a trade deal and expected Beijing to offer some concession in return. But China insisted that Trump had made the decision unilaterally. Indeed, one day after Trump's announcement, the country imposed new export controls on electric-vehicle batteries.

In effect, the U.S. gave away leverage to China and got nothing back. But Sacks and Huang have defended the decision. They have argued that the sale of H20 chips in China would make the country dependent on American chips rather than encourage Chinese companies such as Huawei to develop their own. As Sacks put it, "We can deprive Huawei of having this giant market share in China that they can then use to scale up and compete globally." He credited Huang for "making the case publicly for competing in China, and there are a lot of merits to the argument." (Left unmentioned was Huang's obvious profit motive of selling his company's chips in one of the world's biggest markets.)

Their case is predicated on an unproven assumption: that China would otherwise be able to produce enough chips to compete internationally. In June, though, a senior Trump-administration official testified to Congress that Huawei would be able to produce only 200,000 chips this year--not enough to meet domestic demand, let alone keep pace with America. That's not for lack of trying. Beijing has spent about $150 billion since 2014 to expand its chip-making capacity. But it still can't make enough to equip a data center capable of training the most advanced AI models. The quality of China's chips also lagged behind that of Nvidia's.

Instead of hindering China, Trump's H20 reversal bailed it out. The country already had a largely superior electrical grid compared with America's, and is likely to be able to construct data centers more quickly. Its crucial shortcoming was computing power, which requires lots and lots of advanced chips. Now, thanks to the Trump administration, China is getting them.

Democrats rebuked the decision, and so did many Republicans. Late last month, 20 national-security experts--including Feith; Matt Pottinger, Trump's former deputy national security adviser; and several conservatives sympathetic to Trump--sent a letter to the administration calling the H20 reversal "a strategic misstep that endangers the United States' economic and military edge in artificial intelligence." Steve Bannon, Trump's former strategist, was less restrained in his critique. "American companies spent decades being made fools of, getting duped by the Chinese Communist Party transferring the crown jewels of our technology. For that they got nothing," Bannon told the Financial Times. "Unbelievably, the government is poised to make the same humiliating mistake, at the behest of companies that want to drive their own profits with zero concerns for the nation's security."

The H20 decision was not an isolated case. In May, Trump announced deals with the United Arab Emirates and Saudi Arabia to build some of the world's most advanced AI data centers on their soil. Some will be owned and run by American companies; others will be owned by local AI firms--Group 42 in the UAE and Humain in Saudi Arabia. Crucially, Trump also rescinded the Biden administration's "diffusion rule," which sought to limit the export of advanced AI chips and models. The move cleared the way for the UAE to import hundreds of thousands of Nvidia's chips. Saudi Arabia is set to deploy a smaller number of Nvidia chips, but it has ambitions to expand its capacity.

Unlike Trump, Biden seemed to understand that compute, the processing power needed to train advanced AI, is a scarce strategic asset that should be concentrated in the United States or its most trusted allies. The Biden administration also recognized that China might use its close ties to countries such as the UAE to access advanced chips. Even worse, China could acquire the "model weights" of advanced AI--the parameters that dictate how a model operates, like neurons in the brain that decide how to respond to different signals. If bad actors get their hands on a model's weights, they can reconstruct them for their own purposes.

Read: A disaster for American innovation

Speaking in Saudi Arabia in May, Sacks acknowledged the importance of preventing chips from reaching "countries of concern." But he suggested that this would be easy to accomplish. "All one would have to do," Sacks said, "is send someone to a data center and count the server racks to make sure that the chips are still there." It was a convenient dismissal. Counting hundreds of thousands of chips is no simple task, and regimes in the Middle East could decide to give China remote access to their chips. Sacks also did not mention the concern about model weights, which may prove to be an even greater vulnerability.

There are some signs that the Trump administration may be doubting its own decision. In June, Reuters reported that the UAE deal is "far from resolved," according to five sources briefed on the project, because of outstanding questions related to security and enforcement. Four of the sources said "U.S. officials remain cautious about the UAE's close relationship with China."

There is an even more significant concern, though. Building what may be the world's most important complex of data centers in the UAE--and, perhaps later, in Saudi Arabia--means placing some of America's most important strategic assets in the world's most geopolitically volatile region, within range of Iranian drones and missiles. For the Gulf states, these risks only sweeten the deal. If the U.S. senses that its vital infrastructure is in danger, it will be more likely to rush to their defense. (Indeed, Saudi Arabia has even proposed giving the centers the protected status of U.S. embassies, and the UAE could follow suit.) In this way, the data centers would offer a silicon shield for the Middle East nations, as well as grant them significant leverage in their relations with both America and China. Moreover, the deal threatens to pull the U.S. further into the region, at a time when successive administrations have tried to focus on the Indo-Pacific.

If AI becomes nearly as powerful as some of its inventors believe it will, the data centers it relies on must be built in America, where the government can better ensure that basic safety and national-security concerns are taken into account. Diverting massive quantities of advanced chips to subsidized data centers in the Middle East could make that functionally impossible. There just aren't enough chips to go around.

Trump's H20 reversal and Middle East deals could be just the beginning. The Financial Times recently reported that the Trump administration had "frozen restrictions on technology exports to China to avoid hurting trade talks with Beijing and help President Donald Trump secure a meeting with President Xi Jinping this year." On a visit to China last month, Huang said, "I hope to get more advanced chips into China than the H20." Beijing is pushing to ease more restrictions.

The Trump administration's AI plan is a sophisticated document with some sound aims, but the administration's recent actions have cut against them and made winning the AI race much harder. Providing China with advanced chips and prioritizing next-generation data centers in the Middle East over ones built in America could have enormous negative consequences, ones that subsequent administrations may not be able to reverse.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2025/08/trump-ai-china-nvidia/683769/?utm_source=feed
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The Most Nihilistic Conflict on Earth

Sudan's devastating civil war shows what will replace the liberal order: anarchy and greed.

by Anne Applebaum


Soldiers with the Sudanese Armed Forces return from the front line in Khartoum. (Photograph by Lynsey Addario for The Atlantic)



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

In the weeks before they surrendered control of Khartoum, the Rapid Support Forces sometimes took revenge on civilians. If their soldiers lost territory to the Sudanese Armed Forces during the day, the militia's commanders would turn their artillery on residential neighborhoods at night. On several consecutive evenings in March, we heard these attacks from Omdurman, on the other side of the Nile from the Sudanese capital.

From an apartment that would in better times have been home to a middle-class Sudanese family, we would hear one explosion. Then two more. Sometimes a response, shells or gunfire from the other side. Each loud noise meant that a child had been wounded, a grandmother killed, a house destroyed.

Just a few steps away from us, grocery stores, busy in the evening because of Ramadan, were selling powdered milk, imported chocolate, bags of rice. Street vendors were frying falafel in large iron skillets, then scooping the balls into paper cones. One night someone brought out folding chairs for a street concert, and music flowed through crackly speakers. The shelling began again a few hours later, probably hitting similar streets and similar grocery stores, similar falafel stands and similar street musicians a couple dozen miles away. This wasn't merely the sound of artillery, but the sound of nihilism and anarchy, of lives disrupted, businesses ruined, universities closed, futures curtailed.

In the mornings, we drove down streets on the outskirts of Khartoum that had recently been battlegrounds, swerving to avoid remnants of furniture, chunks of concrete, potholes, bits of metal. As they retreated from Khartoum, the Rapid Support Forces--the paramilitary organization whose power struggle with the Sudanese Armed Forces has, since 2023, blossomed into a full-fledged civil war--had systematically looted apartments, offices, and shops. Sometimes we came across clusters of washing machines and furniture that the thieves had not had time to take with them. One day we followed a car carrying men from the Sudanese Red Crescent, dressed in white hazmat suits. We got out to watch, handkerchiefs covering our faces to block the smell, as the team pulled corpses from a well. Neighbors clustered alongside us, murmuring that they had suspected bodies might be down there. They had heard screams at night, during the two years of occupation by the RSF, and guessed what was happening.

Another day we went to a crossing point, where people escaping RSF-occupied areas were arriving in Sudanese-army-controlled areas. Riding on donkey carts piled high with furniture, clothes, and kitchen pans, they described a journey through a lawless inferno. Many had been deprived of food along the way, or robbed, or worse. In a house near the front line, one woman told me that she and her teenage daughter had both been stopped by an RSF convoy and raped. We were sitting in an empty room, devoid of decoration. The girl covered her face while her mother was talking, and did not speak at all.

At al-Nau Hospital, the largest still operating in the Khartoum region, we met some of the victims of the shelling, among them a small boy and a baby girl, Bashir and Mihad, a brother and sister dressed in blue and pink. The terror and screaming of the night before had subsided, and they were simply lying together, wrapped in bandages, on a cot in a crowded room. I spoke with their father, Ahmed Ali. The recording of our conversation is hard to understand because several people were gathered around us, because others were talking loudly nearby, and because Mihad had begun to cry. Ali told me that he and his family had been trying to escape an area controlled by the RSF but had been caught in shelling at 2 a.m., the same explosions we had heard from our apartment in Omdurman. The children had been wounded by shrapnel. He had nowhere else to take them except this noisy ward, and no plans except to remain at the hospital and wait to see what would happen next.


Medical staff at al-Nau Hospital treat children injured in shelling by RSF forces in Omdurman. (Lynsey Addario for The Atlantic)



Like a tsunami, the war has created wide swaths of physical wreckage. Farther out of town, at the Al-Jaili oil refinery, formerly the largest and most modern in the country--the focus of major Chinese investment--fires had burned so fiercely and for so long that giant pipelines and towering storage tanks, blackened by the inferno, lay mangled and twisted on the ground. At the studios of the Sudanese national broadcaster, the burned skeleton of what had been a television van, its satellite dish still on top, stood in a garage near an accounting office that had been used as a prison. Graffiti was scrawled on the wall of the office, the lyrics to a song; clothes, office supplies, and rubble lay strewn across the floor. We walked through radio studios, dusty and abandoned, the presenters' chairs covered in debris. In the television studios, recently refurbished with American assistance, old tapes belonging to the Sudanese national video archive had been used to build barricades.

Statistics are sometimes used to express the scale of the destruction in Sudan. About 14 million people have been displaced by years of fighting, more than in Ukraine and Gaza combined. Some 4 million of them have fled across borders, many to arid, impoverished places--Chad, Ethiopia, South Sudan--where there are few resources to support them. At least 150,000 people have died in the conflict, but that's likely a significant undercounting. Half the population, nearly 25 million people, is expected to go hungry this year. Hundreds of thousands of people are directly threatened with starvation. More than 17 million children, out of 19 million, are not in school. A cholera epidemic rages. Malaria is endemic.

But no statistics can express the sense of pointlessness, of meaninglessness, that the war has left behind alongside the physical destruction. I felt this most strongly in the al-Ahamdda displaced-persons camp just outside Khartoum--although the word camp is misleading, giving a false impression of something organized, with a field kitchen and proper tents. None of those things was available at what was in fact a former school. Some 2,000 people were sleeping on the ground beneath makeshift shelters, or inside plain concrete rooms, using whatever blankets they had brought from wherever they used to call home. A young woman in a black headscarf told me she had just sat for her university exams when the civil war began but had already "forgot about education." An older woman with a baby told me her husband had disappeared three or four months earlier, but she didn't know where or why. No international charities or agencies were anywhere in evidence. Only a few local volunteers from the Emergency Response Rooms, Sudan's mutual-aid movement, were there to organize a daily meal for people who seemed to have washed up by accident and found they couldn't leave.


In Tine, a Chadian border town, Sudanese refugees scramble for food provided by a local Emergency Response Room, part of a humanitarian network that has distributed medical aid and food to millions.  (Lynsey Addario for The Atlantic)



As we were speaking with the volunteers, several boys ostentatiously carrying rifles stood guard a short distance away. One younger boy, dressed in a camouflage T-shirt and sandals--he told me he was 14 but seemed closer to 10--hung around watching the older boys. When one of them gave him a rifle to carry, just for a few minutes, he stood up straighter and solemnly posed for a photograph. He had surely seen people with guns, understood that those people had power, and wanted to be one of them.

What was the alternative? There was no school at the camp, and no work. There was nothing to do in the 100-degree heat except wait. The artillery fire, the burned television station, the melted refinery, the rapes and the murders, the children in the hospital--all of that had led to nothing, built nothing, only this vacuum. No international laws, no international organizations, no diplomats, and certainly no Americans are coming to fill it.

The end of the liberal world order is a phrase that gets thrown around a lot in conference rooms and university lecture halls in places like Washington and Brussels. But in al-Ahamdda, this theoretical idea has become reality. The liberal world order has already ended in Sudan, and there isn't anything to replace it.

To understand Sudan, as the British Sudanese writer Jamal Mahjoub once wrote, you need a kind of atlas, one containing transparent cellophane maps that can be placed on top of one another, like the diagrams once used in encyclopedias to show the systems inside the human body. One layer might show languages; the next, ethnic groups; the third, ancient kingdoms and cities: Kush, Napata, Meroe, Funj. When the maps are viewed simultaneously, "it becomes clear," Mahjoub explained, that "the country is not really a country at all, but many." Deborah Scroggins, a foreign correspondent who once covered Africa for The Atlanta Journal-Constitution--a job that's hard now to imagine ever existed--wrote in 2002 that a version of Mahjoub's cellophane atlas could also help explain how Sudan's wars and rebellions are provoked not just by ethnic and tribal divisions but by economic, colonial, and racial divisions, each one layered onto the next so as to create a "violent ecosystem capable of generating endless new things to fight about without ever shedding any of the old ones."

On top of these older maps, new ones now must be overlaid. One might show the divisions created by a more recent war of ideas. On one side of that battle are the Sudanese professionals, lawyers, students, and grassroots activists who in December 2018 launched a broad, popular protest movement, one that called for the rule of law, basic rights, economic reform, and democratic institutions. Their slogan, chanted on streets and painted on walls, was "Freedom, peace, and justice." In April 2019, following years of organizing, several months of street demonstrations, and violent clashes between civic activists and the military and police, the military removed Sudan's long-standing dictator, Omar al-Bashir, along with his repressive Islamist regime, in an attempt to appease this mass civic movement. A civilian government then briefly ruled the country, backed by the military. The prime minister of that transitional government, Abdalla Hamdok, who now lives in Abu Dhabi, told me that the "hopes and aspirations of people that were coming together at that time were beyond imagination."

But even as the civilians took charge, the Sudanese military never relinquished an older set of ideas: that officers should control the government, restrict the national conversation, dominate resources. In 2021, acting on those beliefs, General Abdel Fattah al-Burhan, together with his deputy, Lieutenant General Mohamed Hamdan Dagalo, known as Hemedti, carried out a coup and removed Prime Minister Hamdok. Burhan leads the Sudanese Armed Forces, widely known as the SAF, the body that has ruled Sudan, under different leaders, for many decades. Hemedti controls the RSF, a mostly Darfurian militia created by Bashir to control ethnic minorities and repress rebel groups. The RSF, whose first members were Arabic-speaking nomads, was originally known as the Janjaweed, an Arabic word meaning "devils on horseback."


In Tine, a woman passes a child up to another woman in a truck of newly arrived Sudanese refugees. Every month, tens of thousands of people fleeing the civil war descend on the town. (Lynsey Addario for The Atlantic)



As many predicted, Burhan and Hemedti fell out. Although it is unclear who fired the first shot, on April 15, 2023, the RSF attacked the SAF headquarters, the Khartoum airport, and the presidential palace. Burhan, genuinely surprised by at least the timing of the attack, remained trapped for many weeks. According to one version of events, he was freed with the help of Ukrainian commandos; another says that he finally shot his way out. After that, Sudan fractured into a multilayered conflict that now involves not just the RSF and the SAF, but a bewildering array of smaller armies and militias that fight alongside and against them. The democracy movement split too, with some former members of the civilian government finding themselves on the side of the RSF, others with the SAF.

The chaos enabled the spread of what might be described as a third ruling idea, neither democratic nor statist, but rather anarchic, nihilistic, transactional. This ideology, if that is what it can be called, was unleashed in Khartoum in the spring of 2023, during an evacuation so violent and chaotic that people I spoke with wept while talking about it two years later. Embassies, international agencies, and United Nations food-storage sites were looted. Private apartments were ransacked, stripped of furniture and possessions. Three World Food Programme employees were killed during the chaos. The Sudanese army fled to Port Sudan, a small coastal city on the Red Sea that had neither the infrastructure nor the mindset to be the capital of a large country.

As the violence continued, civilians became not just accidental casualties of the fighting but its target. The RSF's coalition contains a wide collection of fighters from across Sudan whom it can't always control, as well as mercenaries from central and eastern Africa. At a SAF-controlled prison on the Omdurman army base, I was introduced to one of the mercenaries, a 17-year-old Chadian who said he had been duped into joining the RSF by a recruiter who came to his football club and offered everyone there the equivalent of $2,000 just to sign up. He went right away, without telling his parents; got a week's training; fought for a few days; and then was captured, in February 2024. He never saw the money, which is a common story. Many RSF fighters aren't paid, which gives them extra incentive to rob civilians, loot property, and obey commanders who promise they will be rewarded for displacing villages or evicting people who occupy coveted land. The SAF, which is the only group with an air force, has carried out extensive bombing campaigns on civilian neighborhoods, taken lawless revenge on alleged collaborators in recaptured areas, and been accused of using chemical weapons, which it denies. Both the RSF and the SAF have used food as a weapon, depriving their enemies of access to outside aid and creating obstacles for aid organizations operating inside the country.

The intensity of this violence is partly explained by gold, mined in Sudan since antiquity. Any Sudan atlas should contain a cellophane layer showing the location of gold mines, as well as those of the many people inside and outside the country who want access to them. Tiny artisanal gold mines, a misleadingly charming term, can be found all around the country. We stopped at one on the road from Khartoum to Port Sudan that was no more than a deep hole in the ground and a shack made of plastic sheets, wooden sticks, and bits of straw, housing a single miner. But there are also much larger mines, some connected to the broad seam of gold deposits running under the Sahara, discovered in 2012, that has sparked violence in Mali, Burkina Faso, and Niger, as well as in Chad and Sudan.

Read: The crisis of American leadership reaches an empty desert

These larger mines shape Sudanese politics in both open and covert ways. Hemedti's control over a large gold deposit in Jebel Amir, in North Darfur, is part of what consolidated his command of the RSF. Burhan and Hemedti launched their coup in 2021 partly because they feared that civilian control of the military would restrict their access to gold and other resources. Both the SAF and the RSF fund their soldiers by exporting gold--mostly illegally, to get around sanctions, and often through the United Arab Emirates. Last year, The New York Times published a description of a plane at the airport in Juba, South Sudan, being loaded with $25 million worth of Darfuri gold, bound for the UAE. The Russian Wagner Group, now reorganized and renamed the Africa Corps--a name accidentally or intentionally evoking Afrika Korps, the Nazi expeditionary force--has gold interests too, as do Egypt, Saudi Arabia, and Qatar.

Indeed, to fully explain not just the role of gold in the conflict, but also the role of these many outside forces, we need a final layer of cellophane: a map of foreign influence showing Sudan's place in an anarchic, post-American world, an era that does not yet have a name. Colonialism is long past, the Cold War has ended, and now the disappearance of any form of international order has left Sudan as the focus of intense competition among countries that are not superpowers but rather middle powers. The middle powers send money and weapons into Sudan, hoping to shape the outcome of the conflict. Some take part in the war of ideas. Some want gold. Some are there because their rivals are there, and Sudan is a good place to fight.


Civilians displaced from SAF-controlled areas of Sudan are now staying in an unfinished building in El Geneina. (Lynsey Addario for The Atlantic)




Manahi Ghasi Taghil, age 6, was injured by mortar fire in Omdurman. (Lynsey Addario for The Atlantic)



The middle powers include Turkey, which has historic links to Sudan as well as an interest--as one Turkish diplomat told me--in making sure Sudan is governed by someone. Both the Saudis, who are just across the Red Sea--Jeddah is an hour's flight from Port Sudan--and the Egyptians share this sympathy for hierarchy and control. Egypt has ties to the Sudanese military going back to the 19th century, and the Saudis have made major investments in Sudanese land and agriculture. All three countries either sell weapons to the SAF, or fund their purchase.

On the other side of the conflict, the Emiratis not only back the RSF; they do so with enough money and commitment to spark conspiracy theories. After an iftar meal in Port Sudan, a Sudanese military officer got out a map, swept his hand across the Sahel and the Horn of Africa, and told me that the Emiratis were transforming Arabic-speaking nomads into a force designed to dominate the whole region, to create a new empire. I also heard more convoluted theories about alleged Israeli interests, or even American interests, hiding behind the Emirati support of the RSF, for which no evidence exists.

Plenty of evidence does connect the UAE to the RSF's gold-trading operations, as well as to the Sudanese army's gold interests, but Abu Dhabi has other ties of business and sympathy to the RSF too. Emirati leaders have in the past hired the RSF to fight on their behalf in Libya and Yemen (the Saudis have also hired the RSF to fight in Yemen). They have donated billions in aid to Sudan and Sudanese refugees, using some of it to build hospitals in Chad and South Sudan that are known (or believed) to treat RSF fighters. Above all, the Emiratis are repeatedly accused--by the Sudanese military, the United States, and the UN--of supplying the RSF with the money and weapons to fight the war, using their humanitarian aid as a cover, a charge they repeatedly deny. When asked, the Emiratis say that their primary interest in Sudan is to help reestablish an independent civilian government, and to prevent the return of an Islamist regime that threatens maritime trade and regional security. "We'd like not to see Sudan become a global hub of terrorism again" is how Lana Nusseibeh, a senior UAE diplomat who has been involved in Sudan negotiations, put it to me.

The Iranians, by contrast, might be happy to see the return of an Islamist regime, or at least a government with some Islamist factions. The Iranians once enjoyed a close relationship with Bashir, the SAF reestablished direct relations with Iran in 2023, and Islamist militias are fighting alongside the SAF right now. Outside Khartoum, we saw one of them waving flags and rifles from a military truck heading to the front line. But Iran clearly sees Sudan as a market for weapons, too: Iranian military transit planes have been identified in Port Sudan, and Iranian drones have been seen on the battlefield. Its motives might be not only ideological or economic. It may also be attracted by the vacuum: If the Turks, Saudis, and Emiratis are there, perhaps the Iranians simply feel that they need to be there too.

That same vacuum has drawn in the Russians as well, not on one side but on both. The Russians' attitude toward Sudan is entirely amoral, and completely transactional. They buy gold from both sides and sell weapons to both sides. Their mercenaries have worked with the RSF in the past; they have also wanted, for many years, to build a naval base on the Red Sea coast, and so now work with the SAF as well. Because they are there, the Ukrainians are there too. When I told a Ukrainian acquaintance that I would be traveling to Sudan, he turned pale and told me to stay well away from Russian mercenaries, because they might be targets for the Ukrainians. Their numbers are tiny and their interests are narrow, but their presence reveals a lot about the war. The Ukrainians hunting Russians in Sudan are drawn not by any interest in the conflict, but by the anarchy itself.

Turkish, Egyptian, Saudi, Emirati, Qatari, Russian, Iranian, and Ukrainian interests intersect and overlap on this final layer of cellophane, helping make Sudan, like Yemen and Libya, a place where antagonists from around the planet fund violent proxy wars, at the expense of the people who live there. Sudan's neighbors, including Eritrea, Ethiopia, Kenya, South Sudan, Chad, Libya, and the Central African Republic, also get drawn into the conflict, either by the middle powers or through links of their own. The Chinese hover in the background, looking for business deals. Sudan's strategic location on the Red Sea, one of the world's most important shipping lanes, attracts everyone too. Meanwhile, the countries that might once have banded together to stop the fighting have lost interest or capacity. The institutions that might once have helped broker a cease-fire are too weak, and can't or won't help. "We live in a very interesting, many people call it, new world order," Hamdok, the former Sudanese prime minister, told me. "The world we got to know--the consensus, the Pax Americana, the post-Second World War consensus--is just no more."

I made two trips to Sudan this year, to both sides of the front line. Both times I was escorted by people who wanted to present their view of the war, explain why it had started, and show me the atrocities committed by the other side. In Khartoum and Port Sudan, I traveled with a SAF information officer, as well as two other American women. Because there are hardly any foreigners in Sudan right now, let alone any American women, we attracted attention, hope, and some annoyance.

Several people stopped us on the street to tell us, with pride, that they had previously worked for the UN, the U.S., or a foreign embassy before they all vanished. One woman approached us, told us she was a Christian, and then drifted away, disappointed, when she learned we were not Christian aid workers. "I have a message for Washington," a man standing in the courtyard of al-Nau Hospital declared. I turned on my recorder, and he spoke into it: "Save Sudan; we are in need for the medicine."

Others already knew that medicine, like other forms of aid, might no longer be coming. At a communal kitchen in a Khartoum suburb, a local volunteer told us that his team had been serving a very simple bean stew five days a week. Because of American funding cuts--probably a few pennies' worth of funding cuts, piddling amounts of money that had once trickled down to this half-ruined side street--they were down to three days a week. He said they would be soliciting on social media for more funds, and he hoped to find enough for two more weekly meals soon. He was not alone: This spring, more than 1,700 of the communal kitchens run by volunteers in Sudan closed down entirely, affecting nearly 3 million people, thanks either directly to USAID cuts or to the chaos created by mass U.S.-government layoffs and canceled contracts.


A soldier with the Sudanese Armed Forces surveys wreckage in Khartoum in May, 10 days before the army announced that it had seized the city back from the RSF. (Lynsey Addario for The Atlantic)



Still others wanted to make clear how grateful they were for the tiny amounts of help they had received, so much so that I felt ashamed. At another Omdurman medical facility, the Al-Buluk pediatric hospital, a young physician, Ahmed Khojali, told me that he still had some packages of Plumpy'Nut, a special nutritional supplement. The American government in theory still sends supplies of Plumpy'Nut to severely malnourished children around the world, but distribution has been interrupted. Khojali took us to see the hospital's malnutrition unit. About two dozen new patients were arriving every week this spring; we saw a ward full of them, emaciated children with closed faces, lying beside their exhausted mothers, most of whom did not want to be interviewed or photographed. When the children first arrive, Plumpy'Nut is one of the few things they can eat. Khojali knew that some Americans wanted to cut aid because it is wasteful. "We didn't waste it; we just use it," the doctor said.

But not all of the comments concerned American aid. In Khartoum, Darfur, and everywhere exiled Sudanese now gather--Abu Dhabi, London, N'Djamena, Washington--I spoke with ambassadors, experts, diplomats, and politicians who repeatedly asked not just about American humanitarians, but also about the Americans who would come from the White House to negotiate, knock heads together, and find a way to end the war. They wanted Americans who would galvanize the rest of the international community, rope in the UN, bring some peacekeepers, make something happen: the Jimmy Carter-at-Camp David or the Richard Holbrooke-at-Dayton model of big-league, American-led, problem-solving diplomacy, which once played a role in Sudan too, during both Democratic and Republican administrations.

After the Roman empire stopped functioning, many people went on deferring to the distant emperor, acting as if he still mattered; in Sudan, I found similar nostalgia for the interest and engagement that once came from Washington. When I first met Colonel Hassan Ibrahim, the Sudanese army's media liaison in Khartoum, he introduced himself with an earnest speech, described his country's conflict as a "forgotten war," and spent several days helping us find ways around the army's strict rules so that Americans could learn the truth about Sudan, and so that the truth would inspire American action. Volker Perthes, a former UN official, assured me that Americans "do have clout if they want to use it." A Middle Eastern ambassador in Port Sudan thought I was joking when I suggested that the U.S. might no longer care that much about Africa. That was beyond his imagination, and beyond the imagination of many other people who still believe that someday, somehow, American diplomats are going to come back and make a difference.

Admittedly, the speed of the shift is bewildering. Not that long ago, Sudan did inspire American compassion. Starting in the 1980s, the conflict between the mostly Muslim northern Sudan and the mostly Christian south provoked the interest and engagement of American evangelicals. Franklin Graham's charity, Samaritan's Purse, along with World Vision and other Christian charities, had strong links to Sudanese churches and, at different times, southern rebels. They still do: Samaritan's Purse maintains its own aircraft and its own aid-distribution network in Sudan.

In the 2000s, American churches, synagogues, and secular groups were also angered and engaged by the Bashir regime's use of the Janjaweed, the precursors of the RSF, to ethnically cleanse the Darfur region of non-Arab tribes. The United States Holocaust Memorial Museum, in Washington, projected dramatic photographs from Darfur onto its exterior walls in 2006. A photography exhibition also traveled to several universities. At different times, George Clooney, Angelina Jolie, Mia Farrow, Don Cheadle, and Keira Knightley visited Sudan, raising awareness and money.

These campaigns made an impact. George W. Bush had deep links to the faith-based charities that worked in Sudan, and arrived in office determined to help. The Obama administration believed in America's "responsibility to protect," to help vulnerable groups avoid slaughter and genocide. Both invested real diplomatic and political effort in Sudan, largely because Americans wanted them to. Melissa Zelikoff, who was part of Joe Biden's National Security Council, told me that when she began working on Sudan for the State Department, in the 2010s, "we had a 25-person special-envoy office. We had teams working on every region, on every issue, thinking through negotiating tactics and approaches." Alexander Laskaris, a former State Department diplomat who worked in Africa for decades, most recently as ambassador to Chad, calls this effort "a remarkable expression of the compassion of the American people acting through their civil-society organizations on government." I asked him what that effort had produced, given that violence has continued. "We saved a lot of lives," Laskaris told me. "A lot of lives."

Americans also helped end the north-south civil war, one of the longest-running in Africa. In 2011, more than 99 percent of South Sudanese voted for independence in a referendum that had international backing. A wave of American support for South Sudan--diplomatic, political, humanitarian--followed. Now, only 14 years later, the scale and ambition of that aid are almost inconceivable. Kate Almquist Knopf, a former U.S. official who spent nearly two decades as an Africa expert at USAID and then the Department of Defense, sounded almost nostalgic when she told me that South Sudan, which is again experiencing political violence, "squandered a moment that will never come again." Regardless of who is president, she said, "neither party is ever likely to be willing to do that again for a country in Africa."

Attention dwindled from the 2011 peak, slowly at first and then very fast. Independent South Sudan descended into internal ethnic conflict and failed to thrive. Backers became disillusioned. Few newspapers could pay for continued coverage--meaning hardly any reporters from places like The Atlanta Journal-Constitution--and the story slipped out of the headlines. Maybe photographs from foreign wars became too familiar. Maybe Americans became indifferent. Social media brought a deluge of misinformation, about Sudan and everywhere else, producing a culture of cynicism and sneering. Compassion became unfashionable.

American politics changed too. The first Trump administration dropped the "responsibility to protect" idea immediately--and when it did, so did everyone else. Nor was Donald Trump's State Department especially interested in the Sudanese democratic revolution of 2019. Instead of promoting a government that offered the first real possibility for peace and reconciliation in decades, Trump's team was mostly interested in persuading Sudan to sign the Abraham Accords and recognize Israel, which the civilian government agreed to do, in January 2021, in exchange for the removal of Sudan from a list of countries that promote terrorism. As part of that deal, the administration did belatedly allocate funds to aid the transitional government, but the money was suspended again 10 months later, after the coup, mostly unspent.

Even after Biden took office, American popular and political attention focused first on Afghanistan and then on Ukraine and Gaza; it never returned to Sudan. After the 2021 coup, U.S. diplomats--working with the British, the Saudis, the Emiratis, and the UN--did try to bring back the 2019 power-sharing arrangement, a negotiation that certainly never got any high-level, Camp David-style attention and mostly excluded the civilians who had led the revolt against Bashir. The group left discussions of security-sector reform to the very end, and ignored reports of military movement around Khartoum. "No need to panic," one senior U.S. official told colleagues, only hours before the widely anticipated war broke out.


After the shelling of a residential area near Khartoum by RSF forces, injured Sudanese civilians are treated by medical staff at al-Nau Hospital, in Omdurman. (Lynsey Addario for The Atlantic)



No American diplomats have returned since then, with one exception. In February 2024, the Biden administration finally appointed an envoy to Sudan, former Representative Tom Perriello, who, without much internal support or presidential attention, did spend one day in Port Sudan (the most that post-Benghazi security rules would allow) and launched a new format for weekly negotiations. Eight months after Trump's reelection, the Trump administration had not appointed a replacement envoy, nor indeed any senior officials with deep experience in Africa at all.

Until this year, the U.S. nevertheless remained the largest donor to Sudan, not only providing hundreds of millions of dollars in aid but also supporting the logistics for UN and other aid operations inside and outside the country, and for Sudanese refugees around the world. In Sudan, the U.S. still had the clout to insist on some aid getting to both sides of the conflict, even if that meant dealing with the RSF over the objections of the SAF. "The one thing that still remained of U.S. soft power was USAID," Perriello told me. "I do think we were mitigating the worst famine on Earth."

But that scale of support was made possible by the dedication of a previous generation, especially of older congressional members and staffers who still remembered the former U.S. role in Sudan, even if they rarely spoke to constituents about it. Now Washington is run by people who are indifferent, if not hostile, to aid policies that had bipartisan acceptance only a few years ago. In February of this year, I spoke with one USAID official who had been directly responsible for humanitarian aid to Sudanese refugees outside Sudan. She told me that although she had known that the Trump administration would make cuts, she had not anticipated the catastrophic impact of Elon Musk's assault on USAID and other aid programs, or the new administration's utter lack of interest in how these unplanned cuts would reverberate across Africa. At the time we talked, she had been cut off from her email and from the systems she needed to process payments, unable to communicate with people on the ground. Theoretically, emergency food supplies of the sort she managed were supposed to be preserved, but all of the support around the delivery of food and money--the contracts with trucking and security companies; the institutions that gather health statistics, anticipate famine, help farmers--had been cut, along with their personnel. This affected everybody: the UN, other charities, even grassroots groups like the Sudanese Emergency Response Rooms.

I asked her how much the American contribution mattered. She started to answer, and then she started to cry. "We do so much, and it's all being taken away, without a moment's notice," she said after she had recovered. "There is no transition planning. There is no handover of this assistance. The U.S. has been the largest donor to Sudan since forever, and to Sudanese refugees for so long. And it's just a disaster."



The Generals and the Politicians



In the past decade, refugees have slowly disappeared from American public debate, except when they figure as unwelcome immigrants, or as fodder for far-right memes. But they have not disappeared from the world. On the contrary, their numbers are growing. The wars of the 1990s produced a steady population of about 40 million refugees and displaced people. But in 2011, the numbers began to rise. In 2024, the Office of the High Commissioner for Refugees, at the UN, counted 123 million people around the world who were refugees, displaced, or seeking asylum.

The larger numbers reflect a deeper problem. If there are more refugees because there are more conflicts, it is also the case that there are more conflicts because international consensus has weakened. In the 1990s and early 2000s, an era of multiple peacekeeping missions, the Chinese were inclined to neutrality and the Russians were interested in cooperation. Americans, together with their European allies, enjoyed a degree of power and influence over international relations that they utterly failed to appreciate at the time.

That era is now over. The United States used UN resolutions to justify the invasion of Iraq, which helped delegitimize the UN and its procedures in the eyes of the rest of the world. Russia and China grew richer and more assertive. Now both of those countries and their network of allies--from Cuba to Azerbaijan to Zimbabwe--mock or undermine the language of human rights altogether. So does the MAGA wing of the American Republican Party. Meanwhile the humanitarian agencies of the UN, never models of functionality, became so "bureaucratized," in the words of Alex Rondos, a former European Union special representative for the Horn of Africa, that officials "refused to take risks, even to prevent deaths."

The UN Security Council became contentious, then dysfunctional. Independent UN negotiators lost their backing and clout. Finally, the Russian invasion of Ukraine pitted one security-council member directly against three others for the first time since the Cold War, ending, perhaps forever, any role for the UN Security Council as a serious place to debate matters of war and peace.

Thanks to this shift, the UN has not launched a completely new peacekeeping mission since 2014--and even that one, to the Central African Republic, was possible, as Jeremy Konyndyk of Refugees International put it to me, only because it concerned a country "no major power really cared that much about, strategically." The international negotiators and UN envoys who might have once persuaded all of the players to seek peace in Sudan have faded into the background. The UN was slow to react to the civilian revolution in 2019. Only after an unforgivably long time, in January 2021, did the UN secretary-general, Antonio Guterres, appoint a diplomat, Volker Perthes, to head the grandly named UN Integrated Transition Assistance Mission in Sudan. But after the military coup overthrew that government, Perthes told me, "we didn't have any transition to assist." He stayed involved, and tried to negotiate the return of the prime minister and to mediate between the two armies. But the Sudanese military accused him of partiality because he insisted on speaking to both sides, and finally declared him persona non grata.

The UN's relationship with Sudan never recovered. Guterres periodically issues declarations ("We must do more--and do more now--to help the people of Sudan out of this nightmare"), but he hasn't been to Sudan himself. His envoy to Sudan, a former Algerian foreign minister, is widely criticized for perceived bias, because the UN, in practice, treats the SAF as the legitimate government. UN staff in Sudan repeatedly point to the bureaucratic obstacles all combatants create to hamper the distribution of aid. In a briefing to the UN Security Council, Christopher Lockyear, the head of Doctors Without Borders, said that the "delivery of humanitarian assistance in Sudan remains exceedingly and, in some cases, deliberately complex." He also warned that both sides were using aid, and aid agencies, as a source of legitimacy. One former UN diplomat told me, more bluntly, that the Sudanese army was "using starvation as a weapon of war."

That kind of criticism comes from real frustration. But it doesn't build warm feelings. The Sudanese army's finance minister, Gibril Ibrahim, told me that the "international community" is largely irrelevant, and that "mainly Gulf countries" are providing help for victims of the conflict. Though this was untrue--as of last year, hundreds of millions of American dollars were still flowing to Sudan--the comment was revealing. In practice, Sudan's leaders, on all sides of the conflict, have already turned away from the U.S., the UN, and international aid and international law, because in their world, these things mean nothing.

We crossed over the border into Sudan near the Chadian city of Adre, a place literally built on shifting sand. Devoid of trees, grass, and water, Adre now hosts more than 200,000 Sudanese refugees. I visited its main camp--a real one, not a converted school--which looks from the outside like a fortified prison. The border itself is now a noisy no-man's-land, crowded with transport trucks, tiny wagons, cars, pickup trucks, camels, and donkeys. If gold or weapons were wrapped in someone's blanket or hidden beneath the seats of a van, no one would know. I encountered no customs officials or formal border posts as I crossed into Sudan from Chad, because there isn't a proper government on the Sudanese side.

The RSF maintains order in West Darfur (or does for the moment). Men with machine guns patrol the markets. Pickup trucks carrying more soldiers park in front of the dilapidated local administration buildings. But the men who control the city can't provide much else. One might call West Darfur a libertarian paradise: There is no income tax, no government, no regulations--but also not many roads, hospitals, or schools.


Sudanese refugees are relocated from a camp outside Al-Fashir, in Darfur, to the camp in Tine, Chad, in early May, after the RSF attacked Al-Fashir. The RSF killed dozens of civilians and set homes and humanitarian offices on fire, forcing more than 400,000 people to flee the camp. (Lynsey Addario for The Atlantic)



I traveled from Adre to El Geneina, a city in West Darfur, with an escort who had been assigned to us by the RSF. He was studying in Dubai and wore sneakers and neat khakis instead of a jalabiya and turban. But he got us through every one of the dozens of checkpoints we encountered by calling out greetings to the men with guns, offering an embrace, and sometimes stopping to chat, perhaps about relatives or mutual friends. On the last day of our trip, he told me that he hoped someday to go to California, to learn about California, and then to come home and make Darfur more like California.

Others also told us they aspired to the things that the liberal world used to stand for. Among them was Al Tigani Karshoum, the current governor of West Darfur, who had formerly served as the deputy to the previous governor, Khamis Abakar. The two men were appointed in the years following a government agreement to broker peace and share power. Abakar was a member of the Masalit tribe, which before the war was the largest ethnic group in El Geneina. Karshoum's links are to the Masalit's Arabic-speaking rivals, the tribes that comprised the bulk of the Janjaweed and now the RSF.

The competition between the Masalit and the Arabs is old, although it wasn't always lethal. The Masalit, along with other tribes, were farmers; the Arabs were nomads, camel herders. Although they think of themselves as ethnically different, they coexisted and even intermarried in Darfur for decades, until climate change dried up the land and made the arable parts scarce. Following a major drought and famine in 1984-85, everyone began to buy weapons. "A herd of a thousand camels represents more than a million dollars on the hoof," the historian Alex de Waal wrote in 2004. "Only the most naive herd-owner would not buy automatic rifles." This conflict was then accelerated by the Bashir government in Khartoum, which gave the nomads more weapons and empowered them, as the Janjaweed, to repress their neighbors.

The current civil war has reignited and amplified this old rivalry, along with many other Sudanese rivalries, as it enabled both sides to acquire sophisticated weapons from around the world. Governor Abakar and the Masalit sided with the Sudanese Armed Forces, which had tanks and airplanes. The RSF and the nomadic Arabs brought in drones, howitzers, multiple-rocket launchers, and other weapons from abroad. They used their arsenal to unleash a wave of violence on the Masalit neighborhoods of El Geneina, according to a UN report, killing 10,000 to 15,000 people. Abakar himself was kidnapped and then murdered.

Under a tent outside the sprawling refugee camp in Adre, Darassalam, a teacher and headmistress of a school, told me that Arab soldiers had come to her neighborhood in El Geneina and ordered her to go to Chad. They told her they wanted to "clean the town of black skins." The RSF, which she called the Janjaweed, killed people in front of her. "I saw raped women and men in front of me, beaten people in front of me." In 2023, other Masalit exiles told Reuters they had seen Karshoum himself riding in pickup trucks, giving orders to sack houses. As a result of these and other accounts, which he denies, Karshoum is under EU sanctions.

Karshoum told me a different story. He claimed, as did several others, that the Masalit and the SAF began the conflict. He expressed anguish about what had happened in El Geneina. After the murder of Abakar, he had been too distraught to continue his duties, he told me. Abakar, he said, was "my friend." A council of elders, including several dozen tribal and religious leaders, came to his house and asked him to stay on. At first, he told me, he refused. Finally he agreed.

I don't know whether what Karshoum told me was true. But he wanted me to understand that he had real civil-society support, that he himself was a civilian, and that he wanted to build a civilian government, one that represented all the ethnic groups in the region. He told me that there should be an independent investigation into the events that unfolded in the spring of 2023 (although the UN has already conducted one). He assured me that the Masalit were returning home to Sudan, and encouraged me to come and witness a local meeting of Masalit and other tribes, due to take place in another town a few hours' drive away.

The event didn't happen, or maybe I wasn't wanted; the reason for the canceled invitation was never clear. But I did meet the reconciliation committee that supported Karshoum. About a dozen of the committee members gathered in a single bare room and introduced themselves, each one naming his tribe or clan, including a man who introduced himself as a Masalit. We also met Abdulbaqi Ali Hussein Ahmed, a lawyer and the chairman of the local constituent assembly. Solemnly, he showed me the old council chamber, with its worn tiles, watermarked walls, and shuttered windows, and promised it would someday be used again, by all of the ethnic groups in the region.

Outside Sudan, the RSF also wants to be seen as a force for democracy, not as a rapacious militia engaged in ethnic cleansing. This past spring, together with allied militias, a group of RSF leaders announced plans to form a Government of Peace and Unity, and to issue passports and currency. All of these efforts evoke a lot of scorn. In Adre, Asaad Bahr Al-Din, the brother of the sultan of the Masalit, told us that although some Masalit might return to El Geneina to trade or collect belongings, few were returning for good. "There is discrimination," he told us. "No freedom." Perceived enemies of the RSF were still intimidated, sometimes beaten, even just for looking insufficiently sad upon hearing the news of RSF battlefield defeats. In Port Sudan, I asked the finance minister, a Darfuri himself, what he thought of the RSF's Government of Peace and Unity, and he dismissed it immediately. "They know nothing about democracy. Actually, they have been used by others to talk about democracy."

I heard the use of the word democracy differently. Think back, again, to the decades that followed the sack of Rome. Long after the empire was too weak to exert real power, Latin remained the language of scholarship, of the Church, of universal communication. In much of the world, the terms democracy and civil society now function in the same way: They signify that the user aspires to something better--to legitimacy, to statehood. Warlords can rule by brute force for a time, but eventually they want recognition, acceptance, maybe statehood and UN membership.

The path to all of those things still runs through international law, even in a world where international law is scorned, dismissed, and ignored by the countries that invented it.

One day toward the end of our stay in El Geneina, we planned to leave early to travel to Zalingei, another town about 100 miles to the east, and to return the same day. The desert road between the two cities is one of the best in Darfur, which simply means that most of it is paved. Even so, the route requires a detour across a dried riverbed to avoid a bombed-out bridge, passes through more than a dozen RSF checkpoints, and runs through a region without cellphone connection and only loose RSF control. A daytime drive was said to be safe, but everyone advised us to get home before dark: Not only are there no taxes and no government regulations in Darfur, but there are also no highway police, no rescue services. No one will come help you if anything goes wrong.


At the Iriba district hospital in northeastern Chad, Taiba Adnan Suliman holds Hussein, one of her five-month-old twins, who is severely malnourished. Taiba and her seven children walked for 20 days from Al-Fashir.  (Lynsey Addario for The Atlantic)



The day went badly. We lost time in the morning, waiting for permission from the RSF to leave the city by car. We arrived very late for an appointment at a hospital, and the physicians we had planned to meet had left for lunch. We were even later for our next meeting, and squeezed the one after that into just a few minutes. Then, right after we finally got back into the car and prepared to head out of the city, our driver, who had come with us from Chad and wasn't very communicative, abruptly announced that he was out of gas. There are no gas stations in Zalingei, so we went to a street market and filled the tank out of big plastic containers. By the time this tedious operation was concluded, it was late afternoon.

We headed out of town. Then, just as the sun was setting, the day devolved into a scene from a bad movie. The car started shaking, then slowed down. We had a flat tire. We got out of the car to change it. The spare tire was broken. Our guide, who had been relaxed and chatty throughout the previous difficulties, suddenly changed his tone. He barked orders at the driver, telling him to keep moving, despite the flat tire: We had to get to a checkpoint. It wasn't safe to be stuck in the middle of the desert in the dark.

Just then, we saw a car approaching in the distance--unusual for this time of day. Our driver, our translator, and our guide stayed tense and silent, waiting to see who it would be. The car was a pickup truck; the passengers were men in flowing robes and turbans, carrying AK-47s, some riding in the cabin, some standing in the back.

The truck slowed down. Our guide smiled widely and held out his arms. He called out a name. One of the passengers, wearing a robin's-egg-blue jalabiya and a camouflage turban, jumped off the truck and rushed to embrace him. It was his brother-in-law.

We were rescued. The brother-in-law and his comrades had a Starlink dish mounted on the hood of their pickup truck, so we had Wi-Fi. They gave us their functional spare tire, and escorted us back to El Geneina in the dark. In a lawless world--in a place run by militias, clans, and families--you are perfectly safe as long as your relatives are the ones in charge.

A couple of days after we left Khartoum, the Sudanese army recaptured the presidential palace, the symbolic seat of power in the capital. Soldiers filmed themselves shouting triumphant slogans and waving rifles in front of broken windows. Sudanese military officials posted reams of praise on social media. In Port Sudan, several people predicted confidently that the war would soon end, perhaps as early as April, because the Sudanese army would now quickly reconquer the rest of the country.

That same day, Colonel Ibrahim, the earnest military-liaison officer who'd helped us because he didn't want Sudan to become a "forgotten war," was killed in a drone strike, together with a team of Sudanese television journalists. The RSF must have targeted them, to spoil what would have been newsworthy film and photographs. Over tea that evening in the garden of our hotel in Port Sudan, a senior Sudanese-military officer, the scion of a family with a long tradition in the government and army, told us in confidence that he disagreed with the official optimism. The war would not end soon. His own family, whose members found themselves on different sides of the conflict, bitterly divided, were still "electing by their legs" to leave the country, traveling to Egypt, or Abu Dhabi, or beyond.

Some weeks later, the RSF began using drones to hit Port Sudan, including the hotel with the garden where we'd had tea. The Sudanese-military leaders accused the Emiratis of coordinating the strike, and finally cut all ties with Abu Dhabi. The UN suspended flights into Port Sudan. Some of the diplomats who remained in Port Sudan also, I was told, began to contemplate leaving.

But not everyone will leave. Nor will everyone succumb to the nihilism and greed that drive the war, or to the despair that has followed so much destruction.

On one of my visits to al-Nau Hospital, in Omdurman, I met Momen wd Zaineb. We had arranged to meet in the hospital courtyard, but conversation proved almost impossible. Wd Zaineb was surrounded by a large crowd of mostly elderly people, all waving small bits of paper. These were prescriptions for medications that aren't available at al-Nau, which has a dedicated staff of emergency doctors and a free pharmacy but limited supplies, especially of medications for chronic diseases. Wd Zaineb raises money on Facebook to pay for the medications, periodically asking his 125,000 followers to donate. Social media has also helped make his long, curly black hair and wire-rimmed glasses into a kind of trademark. When he is at the hospital, he is deluged by people who recognize him, people who want to be cured.

Wd Zaineb's local prominence also has deeper roots, in the revolutionary movement that led to the end of the Bashir regime, and in the community of Sudanese who use the language of transparency, democracy, and power-sharing not to appeal to some foreign ideal or to win outside recognition, but because they believe this is the only way to achieve peace in Sudan. "We have abundant resources," he told me. "But we suffer from massive mismanagement and even greater corruption; that's why our people live in these tragic conditions. Our country is a paradise, but there are those who want to live in that paradise alone, to rule it, and to own all its wealth."

As a result of these beliefs, wd Zaineb has spent a lot of his life in hiding. He hid first from the Bashir regime. After the coup, he hid from the military dictatorship. On the first day of the war, he nevertheless went immediately to al-Nau, which was then in the middle of the conflict zone, to see what he could do to help injured civilians. Together with dozens and eventually hundreds of other activists across the country, on both sides of the conflict, wd Zaineb helped build the Emergency Response Rooms, raising money, at first from diaspora Sudanese, to provide people with the communal kitchens I saw all over the country, along with medical care and other help. The Emergency Response Rooms, known as the ERR movement--sooner or later, every Sudanese group becomes known by its acronym--eventually built shared fundraising platforms that are capable of raising money around the world and distributing aid around the country. "We did all of this on our own," wd Zaineb told me, "as revolutionaries, without any support from the government." That kind of independence generates hostility from both the RSF and the Sudanese military, who have repressed ERR volunteers. Alsanosi Adam, a member of the ERR communications team, based in Kenya, advised me to be careful meeting volunteers on the ground, because the interaction might attract unwanted attention from the authorities.

But wd Zaineb wanted to meet, and eventually we arranged to do so a second time, this time behind a water tank where petitioners couldn't immediately find him. I asked him to explain the connection between this volunteer work and his political activism, and he told me that they are the same thing. The war, he said, is run by people who want to destroy, so he tries to do the opposite: to build. He pointed at the huddle of people who were already gathering a few feet away, waiting for him. "Him, he's like my father. Her, she's like my mother. All these people need help, so I came to help. I stay here sometimes for 10 hours a day." There aren't enough ambulances, so he and his network of volunteers also help people get to the hospital after a bombing raid, assist the families of the injured, even bury the dead.

The hospital authorities are wary of wd Zaineb--he's not a physician; medications can interact badly with one another. Their doctors and nurses also do heroic work, providing emergency help to victims of the war. Maybe his politics make them nervous too. Still, they tolerate wd Zaineb standing in the courtyard. Without him, the small mob of sick people would not have access to any medication at all.


After breaking their fast in the evening during Ramadan, Sudanese men pray on a median strip in Omdurman. (Lynsey Addario for The Atlantic)



Many others share his views. During that rushed, truncated day in Zalingei, we did have one memorable meeting, with a group of students and professionals--among them a physician, a teacher, and an environmental engineer--who had, during the two years of war, collectively created 45 Emergency Response Rooms in Central Darfur, staffed by more than 800 volunteers. Many had lost their job when universities, hospitals, and government offices were shelled or shut down, but they still thought it important to "give something to the community," as one of them told me. Like wd Zaineb, they wanted to build, they told me, not destroy.

Asked about motivations, one used the term nafeer, which refers to "communal labor" or "communal work." Another mentioned takiya, when "people collect their food together and to eat together, to share it, if somebody doesn't have food for supper or dinner." While traveling in Sudan during Ramadan, I saw many instances of men far from home--drivers, workers, or indeed our translators--joining the communal prayers and meals served on the street when the fast is broken at sundown.

It's easy, from a great distance, to be cynical about or dismissive of the prospects for good government in Sudan, but these are the same kinds of traditions that have become the foundation for more democratic, less violent political systems in other places. Nafeer reminded me of toloka, an old Slavic word I heard used to explain the roots of the volunteer movement in Ukraine. Takiya sounds like the community barn-raisings of 19th-century rural America. The communal activists who draw on these old ideas do so not because of a foreign influence campaign, or because they have read John Locke or James Madison, or because, like the inhabitants of medieval Europe, they want to turn the clock back to a different era. They do so because their experience with autocracy, violence, and nihilism pushes them to want democracy, civilian government, and a system of power-sharing that would include all the people and all the tribes of Sudan.

On both of my trips to Sudan, I traveled out via Dubai, and each time it felt like a scene from a children's book, where one of the characters walks through a mirror or a wardrobe and emerges in a completely different universe. In Sudan, some people have nothing except a bowl of bean soup once a day. In the Dubai airport, the Chanel store is open all night, AirPods can be purchased for the flight home, and multiple juice bars serve crushed tropical fruits.

But despite the illusion of separation, those universes are connected, and the same forces that have destroyed Sudan are coming for other countries too. Violence inspired and fueled by multiple outsiders has already destroyed Syria, Libya, and Yemen, and is spreading in Chad, Ethiopia, South Sudan, and beyond. Greed, nihilism, and transactionalism are reshaping the politics of the rich world too. As old rules and norms fall away, they are not replaced by a new structure. They are replaced by nothing.



This article appears in the September 2025 print edition with the headline "This Is What the End of the Liberal World Order Looks Like."
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Feeding a Family of Seven in Gaza

For many in Gaza, daily life is a struggle for survival.

by Ghada Abdulfattah




Asala Ferany sat cross-legged inside her tent in a camp near Deir al-Balah, trying to soothe her youngest child. Nada, barely more than a year old, clung to her mother's neck with tiny, weak arms. The midday heat, nearly 90 degrees Fahrenheit, seeped through the plastic tarp above them. Sweat trickled down Asala's face, and she had to leave the tent to get some air.

Nada hadn't eaten since the night before, and the only thing left to feed her was a sachet of peanut paste--one of the last things Asala had managed to bring back from the aid-distribution point that morning.

"This is all I have," she whispered, tearing a corner of the foil packet and squeezing a bit onto her finger. "I wish I could give her more, but there is nothing left."

That morning, Asala and her husband, Mohammad Ferwana, had gone for the third or fourth time in a month to an aid center in Deir al-Balah, hoping to get their daughter additional treatment or food.

"The people in the camp look at Nada," Asala told me. "They say, 'She is too small. Take care of her. She's too beloved.' Some even say she might not survive two more months. I keep hugging her, kissing her. So if I lose her--I'll know I loved her enough."

Last month, Asala told me, she took Nada to a government-run health clinic that referred her to a distribution center run by aid groups. There, aid workers encircled Nada's arm with paper tape, taking a measurement known as the mid-upper arm circumference that's commonly used to assess malnutrition. As of last Wednesday, Nada's upper arm measured 4.4 inches--meeting the threshold for severe, acute malnutrition. The aid workers gave Asala 14 red sachets of "ready-to-use therapeutic food" (RUTF), a nutrient-dense, high-calorie paste designed to manage wasting in children.

That wasn't enough. "I asked if we could have more," Asala told me. "But they just shook their heads. There are too many children. Too many mothers asking."

When Asala got back to the tent, she quickly tucked the RUTF beneath her clothes. Her other children tended to eye the packets hungrily, and she needed to make sure that Nada, who needed them most, got her share. All of her children were thin, their ribs visible, but Nada was fading the fastest.

Read: 'In three months, half of them will be dead'

By early afternoon, the camp had gone quiet with hunger. Then, at 1 p.m., a black tuk-tuk rattled down the sandy path between tents.

Word spread fast: The tikkiyya, a community kitchen offered by the World Central Kitchen or sometimes by other volunteers and charitable initiatives, had come. Two dented metal pots sat on the back of the tuk-tuk, filled with hot mujaddara, a simple mix of brown lentils and white rice, stripped of onions or other seasonings that have become unaffordable.

Children rushed from every direction toward the sound. Suhaib, Asala's eldest at age 9, was already running, a metal pot clanging in his hands. Asala followed close behind. She told me that she accompanied her children to the tikkiya in case their pots tipped or one of them got burned. "It happens. On lentils day, the pots were boiling, and my child was burnt."

When they got to the front of the line, she pleaded with the aid worker for an extra portion. "They gave two scoops," she told him. "It's not enough for seven people." He looked away, toward the others still waiting for their ladlefuls.

In addition to Suhaib and Nada, Asala has 7-year-old Layan, 4-year-old Yusuf, and 2-and-a-half-year-old Ibrahim. Back at the tent, she gathered them in a tight circle to eat their only meal of the day. "I cannot dare leave one sleeping," she told me. "Last time, Yusuf napped through the meal. He woke up and found nothing. He cried the rest of the day."

Inside their tent, once this meal is done, there is no other food at all. Even baby Nada's milk bottles sit empty, lined up beside other barren utensils. Mohammad, who once worked as a metalsmith in his father's workshop, now finds himself unable to afford the most basic essentials. In the markets, staples such as eggs, milk, beef, and chicken have all but vanished. For what little remains, the prices are staggering. A kilogram of flour (approximately 2.2 pounds) now costs 120 shekels (approximately $32.50), the same price as a kilogram of tomatoes. Even eggplants--once a modest, accessible item--are selling for 100 shekels (about $27.00) per kilogram.

Read: 'We're trying to do the best we can before we die'

Nada weighs only 16.5 pounds. She was born under bombardment in May 2024, weighing just 4.5 pounds. "We named her after her grandmother," Mohammad told me. "Her name means 'dewdrops' in Arabic. Something small, pure, and gentle. But nothing about her life has been gentle."

The family reuses Nada's diapers, cleaning them with rations of water. With poor nutrition, she easily picks up diseases. "She had fever, flu, diarrhea. I said maybe it's teething. But she's not recovering," Asala told me. "We have no medicine. Even soap has vanished. Doctors said, with these conditions, it is hard to recover, since the immune system is weak and vulnerable."

The family has been displaced five times--from Wadi As-Salqa, southeast of Deir al-Balah, to a school on Salah al-Din road; then to Mashala, west of Deir al-Balah; to Khan Younis; and now to a makeshift tent in the middle of Deir al-Balah. Their shelter is a patch of plastic and tarp held down by rocks, near the edge of a displacement zone in southwest Deir al-Balah, where Israel was engaged in a military operation from July 20 to 22.

"Shrapnel has come to us," Asala told me. A child in the next tent was injured. "I worry every day they will order us to leave again," she said. "Where will we go?"

Asala told me that her children still remember the old days, and the tastes of foods she used to cook. "Fridays used to be family days," Asala remembers. "My husband brought fish. We cooked chicken. The children remind me of that." Suhaib used to excel in school. He still asks for a laptop--just to learn on it. Layan talks about university.

In the late evening, Asala's children again started asking about food. She tried to hush Nada with water, and to distract the others, telling them that the tikkiya might come again tomorrow, or the camp committee might give them something. In past weeks, Asala would sometimes walk to her neighbor's tents to ask if anyone had a spare loaf of bread. The answer was almost always "no."

Now and then Mohammad hears about aid trucks passing through the border to supply organizations such as the World Food Program. He joins the crowds of men who follow these trucks, but he often returns empty-handed. At times, Asala has followed him secretly. "I just want to bring something home," she told me. She described a dangerous scramble, crowds swelling with desperation: "Some bring sticks. Some guns." Once, her husband returned with a few cans of tomato paste he found on the ground, crushed under people's feet. "They were cracked open and mixed with sand. I took it anyway."

The scene around the airdrops can be equally abject. On Wednesday, Suhaib and Yusuf ran toward a descending parachute, yelling: "Throw something here! Throw something here!" Nothing came.

Asala chased it, too. "I left the tent. I wasn't thinking. I ran barefoot. When I reached where it fell, it was gone. This is what they've turned us into," she said. "I felt humiliated. We are sentenced to live like this."
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Israel's Last Chance

Flooding Gaza with food is the only way out of a crisis largely created by Benjamin Netanyahu, the Israeli prime minister.

by Franklin Foer




When Hamas bulldozed its way across the Gaza fence on October 7, 2023, it hoped to eventually provoke the opprobrium that's now flowing in Israel's direction. Launching its carnival of murder, rape, and kidnapping, the group wagered that it could bait its enemy into moral blunders that would discredit it in the eyes of the world.

That vision is now unfolding as mass hunger engulfs the Gaza Strip, and images of starving children crumble American support for Israel. The fact that Hamas ignited this chain of events, and that it could end the war if wanted to, does nothing to absolve Israel of its primary role in the food crisis. Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu's government bears responsibility for policies that are now depriving Gazans of adequate nourishment and may soon kill them in staggering numbers. It was his cabinet that imposed a blockade on Gaza starting on March 2. The measure was eventually reversed under international pressure. Still, the subsequent damage was a deliberate choice, because even after Israel lifted its siege, it further limited the ability of the United Nations to distribute relief.

Read: Food aid in Gaza has become a horror

Israel executed these policies in the name of achieving Netanyahu's implausible goal of "total victory." Food, in his government's analysis, had become a weapon used by Hamas to sustain its fighters, reward loyalty, and replenish its armaments through black-market profiteering. The United Nations, Israeli officials believed, was at best excessively tolerant of terrorists in Gaza. By wresting control of aid distribution from the world organization, Israel hoped to cut Hamas off from one of its last remaining sources of power.

But the policy has failed on its own terms. Hamas is no closer to surrendering or releasing hostages than before Israel embarked on its campaign of deprivation. A movement animated by theological fervor--and strengthened by the spectacle of civilian suffering--cannot be starved into submission. And now that the toll of hunger is becoming so clear, Israel has an obligation to reverse course as quickly as possible.

When there is hunger, the blazingly obvious solution is food. Humanitarian groups have a cliche for what's needed in Gaza: "flooding the zone" with food. That would require Israel to lift restrictions and bureaucratic impediments that it has imposed on the UN agencies it loathes.

Flooding the zone is not just a humanitarian imperative; it is a strategic one for Israel. The food crisis is alienating bedrock allies in the U.S. Congress. When Israel launched its response to the atrocities of October 7, with the goal of dismantling Hamas, I considered the war just and necessary. But international law prohibits some tactics in order to protect the innocent and to prevent the perverse exigencies of conflict from disfiguring the soul of the warrior. Even if Israel is prepared to endure international isolation, allegiances it once considered unbreakable won't survive famine. By flooding the zone, Israel would be rescuing itself.

Just before Israel imposed its blockade on Gaza in early March, a cease-fire prevailed. During the calm, the price of flour--the clearest indicator of a population's nutritional access--plummeted from about $135 for a 25-kilogram sack to just $14 in February. The United Nations, along with the nongovernmental organizations that it coordinates, imported more aid during that period than at any point in the previous eight months: 295,120 tons in total. Although this was hardly a cornucopia, the surge of food and medicine averted large-scale starvation.

The role the United Nations played in this effort wasn't unusual. In major humanitarian crises caused by war--for example, in Sudan and Ukraine--the UN serves as the primary mechanism for coordinating the care of civilians displaced by conflict. In Gaza, its role ran even deeper: For decades, the UN had provided not just emergency relief but also the basic infrastructure of daily life--education, housing, food.

Even as Israel and the UN collaborated on the movement of trucks and the flow of aid, they regarded each other as hostile entities. Israel had legitimate reasons for suspicion. For years, schools administered by the United Nations Relief and Works Agency in Gaza used textbooks glorifying violent resistance. After the October 7 attacks, Israel published intelligence showing that 12 UNRWA employees directly participated in the massacre. To many Israelis, the agency's very existence affirmed a long-standing belief that the UN reflexively condemns Israel while overlooking Hamas's genocidal rhetoric.

Photos: Gaza's starvation and chaos

On March 2, the Netanyahu government made a calculated decision to blow up this system. It didn't just block the entry of all goods, including food. That move preluded a string of policies that seem intended to permanently push the UN out of Gaza.

By summer, Israel had refused to renew the visas of top officials at three UN agencies operating in Gaza. (These officials had publicly condemned Israel's obstructionism, voicing accusations of genocide, collective punishment, and political sabotage--rhetoric that infuriated Israeli leaders.) Aid groups navigated a growing tangle of permits and bureaucratic impositions that made the UN's relief efforts in Gaza unworkable. New restrictions gave the government the right to demand the names and contact details of Palestinian staffers and ban any group whose employees have questioned Israel's existence as a Jewish, democratic state.

To replace the UN presence, Israel worked with the Trump administration to hastily design a new system to feed Gaza. Where the old international agencies were run by technical experts and experienced professionals, the new system was concocted by management consultants and private security contractors under the aegis of a newly created nonprofit, the Gaza Humanitarian Foundation. Where the UN had tried to address the full spectrum of civilian needs--medicine, sanitation, nutrition--the GHF largely focuses on food, distributing boxes and bags in just four sites, all in areas fully controlled by the Israeli military, none of them in northern Gaza. This plan transgressed fundamental principles that guide humanitarian work, and the UN announced that it wanted nothing to do with GHF.

The result was predictably disastrous. Hundreds of Palestinians were shot while mobbing soldiers during chaotic food distributions. Whatever the faults of the UN, it remains the world's most capable relief agency. And in Gaza, it had a network of warehouses, bakeries, and kitchens and a pool of local employees. Flooding the zone is simply not possible unless Israel restores the visas of international-aid workers and allows them to operate without the labyrinthine restrictions currently paralyzing their work.

A primary impediment to providing ample food is epistemic closure. That is, many Israelis simply don't believe the warnings of famine, because they doubt the veracity of the evidence. They say that the UN has a history of predicting catastrophes in Gaza that never come to pass. But this time is genuinely different. The price of a sack of flour, which by the end of May had skyrocketed to about $500, tells the story. And although intermittent shortages do not always lead to famine, the nature of a prolonged crisis is that it grinds down the resilience of both the human body and entire communities.

Jeremy Konyndyk, the head of Refugees International, who oversaw disaster relief for the Obama administration, told me: "In the early months of the war, if you cut off all the food, people are starting from a place where they're still healthy. They still have money and resources. They have assets they can sell. There are still stockpiles of food. So there's a lot more of what we in humanitarian terms would call a 'coping mechanism.'" But those mechanisms, he said, are now gone.

That's true not just for the recipients of aid but also for those delivering it. Relief networks rely heavily on Gazans to move and distribute food. "Like on an airplane," Konyndyk said, "you put on your own mask before helping others. That applies here. We need to stabilize the aid providers in order to enable them to scale up the operation."

Read: The corrupt bargain behind Gaza's catastrophe

The thoroughfares that would carry food to the hungry are in no better shape. Sixty-eight percent of Gaza's roads are damaged, according to the UN, and will require Israeli engineers to regrade and pave them. (Israeli crews have made roads passable on multiple occasions over the course of the war.) David Satterfield, a longtime American diplomat who coordinated the distribution of aid in Gaza during the Biden administration, told me that the continued warfare has "just physically disrupted the ability of aid implementers to get their stuff to warehouses, from warehouses to distribution points."

As hunger deepens, trucks navigating these roads become ever more vulnerable to mobs desperate to plunder the contents. Crowds descend to loot out of fear that waiting in line means getting nothing. Humanitarians call this "self-distribution." There is no functioning government to secure the convoys. Even if Gaza were inundated with food, the looting would likely persist--until the supply became so reliable that people stopped fearing it might vanish.

Every image of a child with protruding ribs is both a human tragedy and a propaganda victory for Hamas--and proof of how a just war badly lost the plot. I believed in Israel's casus belli. I don't believe in this. No justification can redeem the immorality of a policy built on deprivation. As Gaza braces for the worst, Israel still has a narrow window to correct its course. By flooding the zone, Israel has one last chance to redeem itself.
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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."




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2025/08/gaza-aid-workers-starving/683728/?utm_source=feed
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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




Updated at 1:00 p.m. ET on August 6, 2025

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. Both individual Gazans and Israeli officials have long claimed that Hamas siphoned supplies for itself and sold them at a markup to fund its operations. (UNRWA denies allegations of widespread aid theft.) UNRWA fired nine of its employees after an internal UN investigation found that they may have been among the perpetrators of the October 7 atrocities; 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 and retracted the claim. 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.



This article originally stated that the United Nations acknowledged that employees of the United Nations Relief Works Agency were among the perpetrators of the October 7 attacks. Although UNRWA dismissed nine employees over their potential involvement in the attacks, it did not state definitively that the employees had been involved. The article has also been updated to reflect the UNRWA's denial of widespread aid theft in Gaza and its explanation for deleting a social-media post about supplies being looted from its headquarters.
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No One Was Supposed to Leave Alive

Venezuelans deported by the Trump administration say they were tortured during their four months in CECOT.

by Gisela Salim-Peyer


Keider Alexander Flores in his home in Caracas, Venezuela (Photograph by Fabiola Ferrero for The Atlantic)



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

One night in mid-May, some of the Venezuelan migrants deported from the United States to a prison in El Salvador tried to break the locks on their cells with metal rails from their beds. It was a futile gesture of rebellion; no one thought they could escape. Still, punishment was swift. For six consecutive days, the inmates were subjected to lengthy beatings, three inmates told me. On the last day, male guards brought in their female colleagues, who struck the naked prisoners as the male guards recorded videos on their phones and laughed. The female guards would count to 20 as they administered the beatings, and if the prisoners complained or cried out, they would start again.

Tito Martinez, one of the inmates, recalled that a prison nurse was watching. "Hit the pinata," she cheered.

When the government of El Salvador opened the prison complex known as CECOT in 2023, the country's security minister said the inmates would only be able to get out "inside a coffin." This promise has largely been kept. The Salvadoran human-rights organization Cristosal has documented cases of prisoners being transported out of the jail for urgent medical care, but these inmates died soon after, before anyone could ask them what it was like inside the prison.

What little is known about life in CECOT (the Spanish acronym for Terrorism Confinement Center) comes from the media tours staged by President Nayib Bukele, which show men crammed into cells with bare-metal bunkbeds stacked to the ceiling like human shelving. In most of the videos posted online, the men--some with the facial tattoos of the country's gangs--stand in silence. The Salvadoran government has encouraged CECOT's terrifying reputation, turning the prison into a museum where Bukele's tough-on-gangs tactics can be exhibited for the press. But media visits are also strictly controlled. Interviews with prisoners are rare and tightly supervised.


A soldier stands guard along the perimeter at CECOT. (Alex Pena / Getty)



Read: El Salvador's exceptional prison state

On Friday, for the first time, a group of prisoners walked out of CECOT's gates as free men. They were 252 of the Venezuelans whom the Trump administration had deported to El Salvador in March when it alleged--while offering little to no evidence--that they were gang members. This month, Venezuelan President Nicolas Maduro negotiated a prisoner swap with the United States, releasing 10 American citizens in his custody and dozens of Venezuelan political prisoners. In return, the Venezuelans in El Salvador were put on a plane and sent to Caracas. They brought with them detailed accounts of beatings and harsh treatment. (The government of El Salvador did not respond to a request for comment about their claims.)

Four former prisoners told me they were punched, kicked, and struck with clubs. They were cut off from contact with their families, deprived of legal help, and taunted by guards. All recalled days spent in a punishment cell known as "the island," a dark room with no water where they slept on the floor. Those days, the only light they could see came from a dim lightbulb in the ceiling that illuminated a cross.

I talked with Keider Alexander Flores over the phone yesterday, just a few hours after Venezuelan police officers dropped him off at his mother's house in Caracas.

Flores told me that he and his brother left Venezuela in 2023, trekking through the jungles of Panama's Darien Gap and riding buses all the way to Mexico. They applied for an appointment to cross into the United States legally and arrived in Texas in August. Flores soon settled in Dallas and started an asylum application, but he didn't complete the process. He found work laying carpet. His real passion was music: He DJed under the name Keyder Flower. In one of his Instagram posts, he flexes his teenage muscles as he plays tracks by a pool.

From the September 2024 issue: Seventy miles in hell

In December, after a DJ gig at a house party in Dallas, Flores was riding in the passenger seat of a friend's car when they were pulled over. Flores told me they had smoked marijuana, and the police took them to the station. Later he was sent to ICE detention. At an immigration hearing, the judge told him that he wouldn't be able to return to the United States for 10 years, because he had broken U.S. law. When asked what country he wanted to be deported to, Flores said Venezuela.

While in ICE detention, Flores learned that he had been flagged as "an active member" of the Venezuelan gang Tren de Aragua. Federal agents showed up to interview him, he said. They had seen his pictures on Instagram and said his hand signals looked suspicious. "I was doing a cool sign, but they said it was a gesture of Tren de Aragua," Flores told me. Flores knew about CECOT. He had seen videos at the ICE detention center in Texas, where the TV sometimes showed cable news. In mid-March, he called his brother from detention to say that he was about to get deported to Venezuela; two days later, he was put on a plane. ICE guards didn't let the passengers open the window shades during the flight. Flores and his fellow detainees found out they were in El Salvador only after they had landed.

Another newly released Venezuelan prisoner I spoke with, Juan Jose Ramos, told me he'd entered the United States legally, with an appointment for an asylum hearing, and had barely settled down in Utah when ICE agents stopped his car on the way to Walmart, arresting him with no explanation. He said that when the men arrived at CECOT, they saw inmates wearing white T-shirts and shorts, heads completely shaved. Ramos asked a Salvadoran guard who these men were and why they were crying. The guard replied: "That's you. All of you will end up like that. We will treat you all the same."

Flores, Ramos, and others I spoke with shared similar accounts of what happened next. The Venezuelans were taken to a wing of CECOT known as Module 8, with 32 cells, and didn't interact with the rest of the prisoners. The inmates communicated with one another via hand signals, because when they spoke, they were beaten. They slept on metal bunks, often without mattresses. Soap and juice bottles were luxuries afforded prior to visits by representatives of the Red Cross, who came twice during their four-month stay. Sometimes, the guards gave the prisoners better meals than usual, took pictures with their phones, then took the food away, Ramos, Flores, and others told me.


A bracelet Keider made during his time in CECOT. It's the only thing he kept from the prison after his release. (Fabiola Ferrero for The Atlantic)



A riot broke out in April, after guards beat one of the inmates to the point that he started convulsing, Flores told me. The incident convinced the Venezuelans that they had to do something. "If your friend was being beaten, would you leave him alone as they beat him?" Flores asked me.

Adam Serwer: Trump's Salvadoran Gulag

Seven of the Venezuelans arrived days after the rest, deported from Guantanamo, where a hunger strike had broken out. They suggested doing the same at CECOT. Flores, Ramos, and others I spoke with said every inmate they knew joined the hunger strike, which lasted for several days. Some took their protest further by cutting themselves on the corners of their metal bunks. They called that a huelga de sangre: "blood strike."

Three or four days after the strike started, two prison directors came to negotiate. The inmates agreed to end the strike in exchange for an assurance that the beatings would stop. "They let us live for a while," Flores told me. But in mid-May, when a few inmates refused to have their cells inspected, the guards beat them. That's when a second riot broke out. The guards responded by shooting the inmates with pellets. Then came the six days of beatings.

Martinez, 26, told me he was pulled over while driving in El Paso, Texas, in February because his license plate had expired. The officer was ready to let him go with a warning, but asked Martinez to remove his shirt. Martinez had tattoos of Bible verses and the name of his wife. The officer called ICE.

Martinez, who fell ill after the hunger strike, had to be taken to a clinic, where a nurse told him he had suffered serious liver damage. After the beatings, Martinez told me, some inmates vomited blood, and others couldn't walk for days. "If they're going to kill us, I hope they kill us soon," he said he told himself.

The guards told him he would spend the rest of his life in CECOT. Until early Friday morning, when Martinez was sent home as abruptly as he'd arrived, he had believed them.

Nick Miroff contributed to this story.
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The Epstein 'Client List' Will Never Go Away

How can you prove the absence of a secret file?

by Kaitlyn Tiffany




Jeffrey Epstein's "client list" is the conspiracy theory that may never die. A secret document detailing all of the elite clients that Epstein allegedly sex-trafficked minors to--it's something of a grail for QAnon adherents, TMZ watchers, and serious news readers alike. There is no proof that such a thing exists.



Yet President Donald Trump himself suggested that it did during his campaign, and pledged to release it before a disastrous backtrack from the Department of Justice last month. Now, in a poll released Monday, nearly two-thirds of Americans said they believe that the Trump administration is hiding something, and 71 percent said they still believe that the list is real. Meanwhile, Representative Marjorie Taylor Greene has demanded that the list be released, Democrats are pushing the narrative that the Trump administration is orchestrating a cover-up, and yesterday the House subpoenaed the DOJ for additional files related to the case.



To be clear, many unanswered and valid questions remain about Epstein. Before his death, he was charged with trafficking and abusing, as it read in the indictment, "a vast network" of dozens of underage girls. Many still wonder why he was permitted to carry on with his crimes for so long, whether other people who were complicit in them have escaped justice, and how much President Trump may have known while the two were friends. Trump's name reportedly appears in files that have been redacted by the FBI, though he has repeatedly denied personal knowledge of Epstein's crimes and says their relationship ended in 2004.

David A. Graham: Donald Trump doesn't want you to read this article

The specific idea of a client list, though, has taken on a life of its own. No one can demonstrate that the list doesn't exist, so people will continue to insist that it does--that it is being kept from them. There's a certain logic to their belief, because a similar document has been seen already. In 2015, Gawker published Epstein's address book, which was full of names of celebrities and politicians. He apparently kept meticulous records and liked putting all of his famous contacts together in one place. And so the idea of a client list feels plausible to many people because they've had a mental image of it for 10 years now.



Moreover, Trump has created a "where there's smoke there's fire" effect in the past several weeks. The president has vacillated among suggesting that he has no obligation to talk about Epstein, speculating that political foes may have fabricated parts of the Epstein file, attempting to placate his supporters by ordering the release of grand-jury testimony about the case (which cannot be unsealed, a federal judge ruled), and deflecting ("you ought to be talking about Bill Clinton").



There's a useful parallel between the government's handling of the Epstein case and its investigation into the John F. Kennedy assassination. That assassination, of course, launched a million conspiracy theories: Most Americans still believe that the shooter, Lee Harvey Oswald, did not act alone. One theory holds that the CIA was somehow involved, which has led people to search for hidden evidence within the government's own records--much as we've seen with the Epstein case.



In 1967, Jim Garrison, the district attorney of New Orleans, ended up going down this road. He was re-investigating the case after receiving tips that Oswald, a New Orleans native, had worked with locals in a plot to kill the president. Long and complicated story short, Garrison would eventually subpoena CIA Director Richard Helms, demanding that he produce a photograph that purportedly showed Oswald with a CIA officer in Mexico City in 1963--cementing a link between the killer and the intelligence agency.



There was only a slim reason to think such a photo might exist. Garrison was extrapolating from an existing controversy over a photo that the CIA had provided to the Warren Commission years before. That photo showed an unknown man in Mexico City; it was labeled as a photo of Oswald but was clearly not him. Garrison's theory was that there had been a swap. "It's perfectly clear that the actual picture of Oswald and his companion was suppressed and a fake photo substituted," he said. The government had no way to prove that he was wrong--to prove that there was no such photo. Garrison took his accusations all the way to a highly publicized trial in 1969. His theory of the case fell apart in court for unrelated reasons, but his many notions linger to this day. (He is the hero of the 1991 blockbuster film JFK.)



The Kennedy assassination still features many unknowns, and information is still being released about it in drips and drabs--previewing, perhaps, the future of disclosure around the Epstein case. Last month, the CIA released assassination files that researchers had been requesting for more than 20 years. They pertained to a specific CIA officer who some think may have known or worked with Oswald in New Orleans. In the 1970s, the same CIA officer was assigned to work with the House Select Committee on Assassinations and help them in their re-investigation of Kennedy's death. He was using a different name by then, and the committee did not know it was the same person. He blatantly deceived Congress and actually thwarted their efforts to understand whatever had happened in New Orleans. The latest batch of files still didn't reveal a direct connection between this officer and Oswald, but that hasn't put the issue to bed.

Read: Conspiracy theorists are turning on the president

That the CIA maintained its secrecy around the officer for decades is what has made curiosity linger. The historian Gerald Posner was one of the public figures (along with the novelist Don DeLillo and the writer Norman Mailer) who'd signed an open letter asking for the release of these files back in 2003, a decade after he wrote a definitive book affirming the theory that Oswald acted alone. He recently told me that he's disgusted with the CIA for taking so long to provide them--not because he thinks they shed new light on the Kennedy assassination but for just the opposite reason. He thinks they really don't, but that hiding them encourages people to speculate ever more darkly. The CIA drags its feet, and when the documents are finally released, they usually have "nothing to do with the assassination," Posner said. "But it's often too late to explain that."



This dynamic--in which defensiveness and reflexive secrecy lead to prolonged struggles over information that may or may not be important--has been a recurring problem throughout modern U.S. history. In her 2008 book, Real Enemies: Conspiracy Theories and American Democracy, World War 1 to 9/11, the historian Kathryn Olmsted argues that selective opacity is one of the key reasons that Americans distrust their government. The passage of the Freedom of Information Act in 1966 democratized access to information, she argues, yet also left citizens baffled and frustrated when documents were refused to them or granted only with heavy redactions. The government's "ambivalence" about providing information "sometimes had the effect of frightening citizens rather than reassuring them," Olmsted writes.



There are good reasons that not all of the Epstein files can be released--chief among them, the privacy of victims--but Americans are not wrong to think the government is being less transparent than it could be. The administration could release more than it has, which Congress is currently pressuring it to do. Within that context, why would people believe Trump or the FBI when they say that a client list doesn't exist? I posed this question to Mark Fenster, a professor at the University of Florida's law school who often writes about government transparency and conspiracy theories. Can you ever convince people that there is no list? "No, you can't," he said. "You can't convince people that all of the pertinent JFK-assassination documents have been released. You can't convince people who believe otherwise that all the truth is out on Jeffrey Epstein." (Especially because it currently isn't.) "That's just a flat no," he went on. "Rarely do I say flat nos, but that's just a flat no."



Like the Epstein case, Kennedy-assassination skepticism demonstrates two opposing impulses. The first, to speculate wildly. The second, to doggedly pursue more and better information, sometimes so stubbornly that it approaches irrationality in itself. These past few weeks have also brought to mind the Kennedy researcher Harold Weisberg, whose early books were a countercultural phenomenon and who was known for his diligent, insistent filling of FOIA requests. He wanted a specific report that he thought must exist about the spectrographic testing used on the Dallas crime-scene bullets; he was told that the FBI had looked for such a report and couldn't find anything. He appealed four times before the D.C. Circuit ruled in 1983 that he had to stop. The decision stated that if an agency could prove it had conducted a thorough search for the requested material, it did not also have to prove the negative--that the material never existed or had previously been destroyed. Yet, of course, the court couldn't compel him to stop wondering.



Nobody can make Americans stop wondering about a "client list" either. It can't stay on the front page indefinitely, but people won't forget about it. Epstein will become part of the American cultural backdrop, like Hunter Biden's computer, 9/11 trutherism, Kennedy, chemtrails, Roswell, and QAnon. At certain times, such conspiratorial thinking and refusal to accept the evidence will become dangerous--people will spin up fantasies that result in acts of defamation or threats of violence. At other times, it will just be part of the daily chatter.
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Where Have the Proud Boys Gone?

The Trump administration has left them with little to do.

by Ali Breland


Enrique Tarrio, the former leader of the Proud Boys, was pardoned by President Donald Trump in January. (Joe Raedle / Getty)



Last week, the Department of Homeland Security debuted a recruitment strategy to expand the ranks of ICE: sign-on bonuses. Thanks to a rush of cash from the One Big Beautiful Bill Act, the department announced that it's offering up to $50,000 to newly hired federal law-enforcement agents. The offer caught the eye of one group that seemed to be particularly pleased by the government's exciting career opportunity. On Telegram, an account linked to the Toledo, Ohio, chapter of the Proud Boys declared: "Toledo Boys living high on the hog right now!!"



Whether members of the extremist group have pursued job openings at ICE, much less been hired and handed a big check, is unclear. I asked the Toledo chapter whether its members are applying to work for the government, but I didn't hear back. Tricia McLaughlin, a Department of Homeland Security spokesperson, said in an email that "any individual who desires to join ICE will undergo intense background investigations and security clearances--no exception." But the Toledo Proud Boys' enthusiasm for the work, if nothing else, is telling. The Trump administration is enacting a mass-deportation campaign centered around aggression and cruelty. The Proud Boys are staunchly against undocumented immigrants, and have repeatedly intimidated and physically antagonized their enemies (during the first Trump administration, they often got into fights with left-wing protesters). The group's ideals are being pursued--but by ICE and the government itself.

Trump's deportations aren't what they seem

There was every reason to believe that the Proud Boys would run wild in Donald Trump's second term. On his first day back in the White House, Trump pardoned everyone who was convicted for crimes related to the insurrection on January 6, 2021--including roughly 100 known members of the Proud Boys and other extremist organizations. They had received some of the harshest sentences tied to the Capitol riot: All 14 people who were still in prison when Trump returned to office were affiliated with either the Proud Boys or the Oath Keepers. At the time, a terrorism expert at the Council on Foreign Relations warned that the pardons "could be catastrophic for public safety," sending a message to extremist groups that violence in the name of MAGA "is legal and legitimate." Enrique Tarrio, the former leader of the Proud Boys who himself was pardoned, announced that there would be hell to pay: "I'm happy that the president is focusing not on retribution, and focusing on success," he said on Infowars, "but I will tell you that I'm not gonna play by those rules."



Six months later, though, the Proud Boys have been surprisingly quiet. According to data from the Armed Conflict Location & Event Data (ACLED), a nonprofit that tracks political violence, the Proud Boys have been less active in 2025 than over the preceding several years. Since his release, Tarrio's most prominent action has been helping launch "ICERAID," a website that pays people in crypto in exchange for reporting undocumented immigrants. Tarrio, who did not respond to an interview request through a lawyer, also co-hosts frequent livestreams on X. In one episode of a livestream last month, Tarrio nursed a cigarette while a man who identified himself only as "Patriot Rob" waxed nostalgic about how inescapable the Proud Boys once were. In 2020, members of the militant group showed up at anti-lockdown rallies across the country, clashed with racial-justice protesters, and earned a shout-out from Trump himself during a presidential debate. (The Proud Boys so frequently traveled to Washington, D.C., for various kinds of protests in 2020 that Politico wrote about their favorite bar.) Now, Patriot Rob said on the livestream, "there's very few of us left."

It's unclear how many Proud Boy chapters there are today, but some seem to be defunct: Those in Philadelphia and Michigan have let their websites turn into dead links and stopped posting on Telegram, the social platform of choice for most Proud Boys. I reached out to 10 Proud Boy chapters and requested interviews. None was willing to speak with me. After I told a Miami chapter that I had spoken with experts on the current state of the Proud Boys, someone who identified himself only as "Alex" responded: "Experts' lol Experts at what? Sucking cock Y'all can go fuck yourselves!" The East Tennessee Chapter, perhaps mistaking my name for a woman's, replied by saying, "We're going to request some nudes in order to confirm your identity ?."

The Proud Boys have not disappeared. They have been spotted at a "Tesla Takedown" event in Salem, Oregon; marched with anti-abortion activists in San Francisco; and confronted protesters outside of the "Alligator Alcatraz" ICE facility. Other right-wing groups have been more active. After the Texas floods last month, a leader of the Patriot Front claimed that the extremist group was involved in recovery efforts to help "European peoples." Patriot Front, which has also held several marches across the country since the start of Trump's second term, remains a small organization. Estimates put its membership at 200 to 300 people, compared with the thousands that researchers believe are, or at least were, in the Proud Boys. On the whole, militia groups are "keeping it low-key," Amy Cooter, the deputy director and a co-founder of the Institute for Countering Digital Extremism, told me. Since the start of the year, ACLED has recorded 108 extremist protests nationwide--not even half as many as at this point in 2022. This is not entirely unexpected. As my colleague Adrienne LaFrance has reported, in the 1990s, a surge of militia activity and white nationalism appeared to die down after the Oklahoma City bombing--but those movements never disappeared; they simply moved underground.

Read: The new anarchy

Today, part of the reason for the apparent decline is that even after Trump's pardons, far-right groups are still dealing with the hangover of January 6. Militia groups have always been relatively splintered, but the insurrection exacerbated the fissures. Some Oath Keeper groups are divided on whether their leader, Stewart Rhodes, went too far on January 6, when he rallied Oath Keepers to breach the Capitol, Cooter said. Some members have been vocal about leaving the organization, citing Rhodes's leadership. In 2022, the Southern Poverty Law Center recorded five active Oath Keepers chapters, down from 70 in 2020. (The number of current chapters is not clear.)



Meanwhile, the Proud Boys fractured in 2021, after Reuters uncovered court records indicating that Tarrio had served as an informant to local and federal law enforcement before the group was founded. ("I don't recall any of this," Tarrio told Reuters at the time.) Many Proud Boys chapters disavowed him, including part of his own in Miami. The city now has two separate chapters, an anti-Tarrio and a pro-Tarrio one. In January, I emailed the Toledo Proud Boys chapter to ask about Tarrio. I received an unattributed reply expressing disappointment that Tarrio had "turned his back and squealed on brothers." I reached back out this week, and received a similar response: "Tarrio is a rat, punk, and low life!" The respondent also said this: "You breland, are exactly what President Trump said. .fake news! I'm sure you preferred the last potatoe!" (I asked if by "the last potato," the account meant Joe Biden. "Ahhh yes. .SMH," the respondent said. "You know. .the illegitimate one! The stolen election one! The one who wandered around aimlessly!")



The bigger reason that these far-right groups remain underground is that the Trump administration's aggressive agenda has left them with little to do. One of the motivating issues for the Proud Boys, Oath Keepers, and other extremist groups is strong opposition to undocumented immigrants. After the presidential election, a leader of the Texas chapter of the Three Percenters, a militia group, reportedly wrote to Trump to offer manpower in enacting mass deportations. But ICE and other federal agencies are engaging in forceful action against immigrants backed by the state in a way that surpasses what the Oath Keepers or the Proud Boys could ever do. ICE agents, not far-right militias, are the ones who have smashed through car windows, thrown people into unmarked vans, and detained them indefinitely.



Even apart from immigration, "groups are taking a hands-off approach right now because their interests are often aligned with the government," Freddy Cruz, a researcher at the Western States Center, a nonprofit that tracks extremism, told me. The Proud Boys was started in 2016 in part to double down on traditional gender norms. Gavin McInnes, the group's founder, has described the Proud Boys as a "pro-Western fraternity" for men who "long for the days when girls were girls and men were men." The Proud Boys' extreme pro-male views are less distinct than they once were, as MAGA has embraced Andrew Tate and other openly misogynistic figures of the so-called manosphere. As a result, the Proud Boys have one less point to rally around.



Still, the Proud Boys and other right-wing militias might not stay underground forever. Under the right conditions, they could surge once again. "These groups are really responsive to news cycles," Cooter said. They have specific flash points--immigration, the Second Amendment, and supposed "election integrity"--that can mobilize them in certain contexts, she explained. The Proud Boys, Oath Keepers, and other established far-right groups still have infrastructure, a durable brand name, and the precedent that Trump might pardon them if things go awry. In May, Tarrio was reportedly invited to Mar-a-Lago, where he briefly spoke with Trump. Newer groups continue to organize. Patriot Front, for example, has teamed up with "Active Clubs," a loose network of white supremacists and neo-Nazis who run their own mixed-martial-arts fight clubs. Together, all of this could help give extremist groups a head start that they didn't have in the first Trump administration, when the Proud Boys and many other militia groups began to find their footing. The pieces are there, even if the moment isn't yet.
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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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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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How Many Times Can Science Funding Be Canceled?

Whether or not Congress cuts NIH's budget, the Trump administration has devastated its ability to operate.

by Katherine J. Wu




Last week, the National Institutes of Health finally got some good news. A Senate subcommittee voted, with support from both parties, to increase the agency's $48 billion budget--a direct rebuke to the Trump administration's proposed budget, which would have slashed the agency's funding some 40 percent. After the administration spent months battering the NIH with funding freezes, mass firings, and waves of grant terminations, that Senate vote was one of the only clear signals since January that at least some leaders in the U.S. government were committed to preserving the NIH's status as the world's largest public funder of biomedical research.



But inside the agency, officials could not wholeheartedly celebrate. Its political leadership has shredded the NIH playbook so thoroughly, current and former NIH officials told me, that even at current funding levels they are unable to perform their core work of vetting and powering some of the best scientific research around the world. One official told me many of their co-workers are worried that "even if we get the money, we won't be allowed to spend it somehow." (Several of the current and former NIH officials I spoke with for this story requested anonymity for fear of professional repercussions.)



At this point in the summer, NIH officials are always rushing to spend the agency's remaining funds before the fiscal year ends on September 30. "More grants get processed during the fourth quarter than at any other time," one former NIH official who oversaw grants told me. Usually, they make the deadline. This year, though, the Trump administration's blocks to grant-making and cuts to staff have left those remaining so far behind that many of the agency's 27 institutes and centers will fall far short of using up the money they've been allocated, several officials told me.



If those funds are unspent, the NIH will be forced to return a massive sum to the Treasury--which several current and former NIH officials are afraid could be used to justify future budget cuts. The administration "is setting them up to fail," the former official told me. In the United States, government agencies need Congress to fund them, but the executive branch still runs them. The Trump administration is no longer allowing the NIH to function as an agency that can handle a $47 billion budget.



When reached for comment, an NIH spokesperson wrote in an email that the agency is "committed to restoring academic freedom, cutting red tape, and accelerating the delivery of grants to support rigorous, truth-based science," and that it is "focused on empowering our workforce, removing bureaucratic obstacles, and fostering a culture of transparency and collaboration." The officials operating under these principles see it differently: "It is an ongoing siege," one of them told me. "We're losing all capacity to act," another said. "And we are losing hope." For decades, the NIH's primary function has been distributing billions of dollars--the bulk of its budget--to the American biomedical-research community. This year, though, the agency's ability to get its funds out the door has faltered in ways it never has before: A STAT analysis found that, as of mid-June, the agency has awarded 12,000 fewer grants and about 30 percent less in funding--at least $4.7 billion--than it typically would have by that point in the year.



To mete out those funds, the agency pores over at least tens of thousands of grant applications every year, subjecting them to reviews from multiple panels of experts; only about 20 percent are funded, or sometimes far less. The agency then monitors researchers' progress, disbursing funds incrementally over the course of several years. But since January, political appointees "have been successfully clogging up the system in every place it could be clogged," Sarah Kobrin, a branch chief at the National Cancer Institute, told me. The administration has blocked the agency from notifying researchers of new funding opportunities; it has held up the meetings required for reviewing applications. It has instructed officials to scour grant applications for references to diversity, gender, climate change, and other concepts that the current political leaders want to erase from scientific inquiry, then to sideline those proposals. It has frozen payments meant to go out to researchers, essentially cutting them and their staff off from their salaries. And it has, over months, pushed the NIH to cancel grants that the agency had already awarded, at a scale NIH officials told me they've never experienced--thousands of grants canceled not, as in the past, for ethical violations or because logistical hurdles made the research impossible to advance, but because they conflicted with the administration's political goals.



Many of these disruptions have been reversed, in some cases, within days or even hours. But at an agency where policy changes have typically been painstaking, heavily deliberated affairs, the onslaught of sudden shifts has left officials feeling exhausted, afraid, and hamstrung--unable to fund science at the rate they once could. "No one can function under this kind of whiplash," Kobrin told me. "People are joking about getting neck braces."



Last Tuesday, officials endured yet another jarring U-turn. First, news broke that the Office of Management and Budget had barred the NIH from spending its funds on anything but staff salaries and expenses--yet another blow to grant-making that effectively guaranteed that the agency's already sluggish spending would completely stagnate. Then, hours later, senior White House officials intervened to reverse the decision. The second round of information arrived so late at night, Kobrin told me, that the next morning, several of her colleagues hadn't yet gotten the message and were scrambling to rejigger their spending plans.



The back-and-forth over grant cancellations has been especially demoralizing. When the grant terminations began, two grants-management officials told me, officials were forbidden from communicating with researchers, even as their voicemails and inboxes flooded with panicked questions. "It was like dumping someone over text, and then blocking their number and ghosting them," one of them said. That policy is no longer in place, but this means officials instead must tell researchers their funding has been paused or permanently severed, and struggle to explain why. After spending months cutting funds to researchers, many grants-management specialists then had to undo that work in a matter of days, after a federal judge ordered the agency to immediately reinstate hundreds of grants. And should the Supreme Court rule in the administration's favor, "many of us figure we're going to have to re-terminate all these grants anyway," one grants-management official told me. That official has now helped award, terminate, then reinstate multiple grants--and may need to help terminate them again soon. In the meantime, officials are operating on two distinct sets of guidance: rules that apply to grants awarded to scientists in states subject to the recent court order, and Trump administration guidance that still holds everywhere else.



The job of "NIH official" has simply gotten much harder. New guidance arrives at odd hours, with impractical deadlines. Several upheavals have rippled through the agency via closed-door meetings and hallway rumors, instead of with clear paper trails. The guidance issued, multiple officials told me, has also felt absolutist--do this, or you're fired--while often coming off as so vague that, at times, different institutes have diverged in their interpretation, leaving funding policies inconsistent and officials unsure if they have made career-ending mistakes. "The environment is clearly, they're going to fire whoever they want for whatever reason they want," one grants-management specialist told me. And looming over each new change is the possibility that officials are, once again, being asked to do something of sufficiently questionable legality that a court will quickly block it.



Many officials have quit or been fired, and every month, more are choosing to leave. One official told me that they have attended as many "un-happy" hours in recent months to say good-bye to co-workers as they had been to over the past five years. "And those are just the ones I managed to go to--I was invited to more," the official said. "People just don't leave that much. Or they didn't."



Officials still at the agency told me that the pileup of new policies, combined with staff departures, has saddled them with heavier workloads. "We have more work to do with fewer people," one official told me. And what work remains, that official said, feels as though it's being done in molasses. "I cannot fulfill all the duties responsibly in the time required," Theresa Kim, a program officer at the National Institute of Aging, told me. Twenty of the grants in her portfolio were supposed to start paying out to researchers on June 1, she told me. But staffing cuts--especially losses from the grants-management team, which handles the budgetary aspect of grants--and endless back-and-forths over whether certain grants comported with new political priorities--meant that a funding process that should have taken just a couple of weeks had instead dragged on for months. As of this week, Kim said, 14 of those research teams had yet to receive their federal funds.



When I asked officials what it would take for the NIH to feel normal again, most of them didn't bring up the agency's budget at all. They instead described more philosophical changes. They wanted to do their work under clear guidance and a supportive director, without political interference or fear that their employment is constantly on the line. "Leave us alone," one official told me. "Let us do our jobs." Financially, the NIH--for now--remains intact. The Senate has also pushed back on the Trump administration's proposal to restructure the agency entirely. But the NIH is fast losing what turns out to be its most important resource: people.
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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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Why the White House Backed Down From Its First Big Education Cuts

Defunding popular programs can be as unwelcome in Trump country as it is in coastal cities.

by Toluse Olorunnipa




The email arrived at 10:55 p.m. on Friday, July 25, with an upbeat subject line: "Big News: Key Federal Title Funds Set to Release Next Week." It was sent by North Dakota's schools superintendent, Kirsten Baesler, who is awaiting confirmation to become an assistant secretary at the U.S. Department of Education, the very agency that had been holding back the funds in question--more than $5 billion--from school districts for weeks.

"Thank you for your advocacy, patience, professionalism, and persistence as we've waited for these essential funds to flow," Baesler wrote to local school leaders. Like their peers across the country, North Dakota educators had grown dismayed as the congressionally approved money, one of the largest federal-grant programs for K-12 students, had been held up. Some had spent the summer pondering layoffs and sweating over spreadsheets. "Hopefully, this development will provide greater clarity as you move forward with budget planning for the upcoming year," Baesler reassured them. She signed the message, "With relief and gratitude."

That an incoming official of the Department of Education was touting the importance of federal dollars for a heavily Republican state underscores the conundrum that President Donald Trump faces in his attempt to dismantle the agency. On the campaign trail, Trump's promise to "send education back to the states" was often greeted with applause, and the Supreme Court has allowed the president to go ahead with his plans to gut the Education Department. But the four-week funding freeze--and the backlash it sparked--showed that cutting popular programs for schoolkids can be as unwelcome in Trump country as it is in coastal cities.

Quinta Jurecic: The Supreme Court won't explain itself

"After months of being told to 'wait it out,' districts are now supposed to pick up the pieces and act like everything's fine," Steven Johnson, the superintendent of Fort Ransom School District, in southeastern North Dakota, told me. "I've got to be honest--this doesn't sit well out here. You can't freeze money that was already allocated, leave schools hanging through hiring season and budget planning, and then expect us to just be grateful when it finally shows up. Rural folks don't like being jerked around."

While the funds were frozen, an informal alliance emerged between rural and big-city educators who pushed back against the president. Lawmakers from some of the reddest parts of the country opposed the funding pause too, an early warning signal to the White House as it weighs plans that might further disrupt the public-education system.

If the Trump administration's decision to abruptly cut off the funding began as a trial balloon, it ended as a cautionary tale.

In arguing for the dismantling of the Education Department, Trump has asserted that America's schoolchildren have fallen further behind their global peers since the department's creation, in 1979. This is correct, but his proposed solution of sending education "back to the states" has always been a bit misleading. The federal government accounts for only about 10 percent of K-12 funding; states and localities cover the bulk of the cost. Still, the money that the administration withheld last month--which initially totaled about $6.8 billion--is significant. It represents more than 7.5 percent of the Education Department's current budget. The funds pay for after-school programs, teacher training, English-learner services, migrant-education grants, and STEM activities. Many schools rely on the money to pay educators and run summer programs.

Educators across the country first learned on June 30 that the money was being frozen, just hours before it was supposed to be released. In a three-sentence email, the Department of Education told states that it was withholding the funds to conduct a review, "given the change in Administrations." The unsigned message came from noreply@ed.gov and offered no details on what the review entailed, how long it would take, or whether the money would ultimately be released. The closest thing to an explanation came from the Office of Management and Budget, which asserted in a statement that the funds had previously been used to "subsidize a radical left-wing agenda," support LGBTQ programming, and "promote illegal immigrant advocacy."

Schools immediately began to feel the impact of the missing funds. In Cincinnati, administrators were forced to cancel orders for new curriculum materials and pause some services for students learning English. Some teachers in Fargo, North Dakota, learned that their annual $500 bonus was abruptly being cut. Officials in California, which had been expecting almost $1 billion from the federal funds, abruptly paused operations for a teacher-training program.

Back-to-school planning was affected too. In the nation's second-largest school district, Los Angeles, officials braced for "impossible choices" such as potentially having to shut down after-school tutoring or lay off school counselors, the district's superintendent, Alberto Carvalho, told me. "For us to organize and budget and prepare for a school year impacting 540,000 students--in addition to 70,000 adult learners--we need to know what our recurring revenues are," he said. Johnson, whose hometown of Fort Ransom, North Dakota, has a population of 2,200 and is 70 miles from the nearest Walmart, made the same case when he spoke with me from his cattle ranch. "If we don't hire staff between such-and-such a date, we're not going to get them," he told me. "So the delay tactics already have hurt." In a survey conducted last month by the School Superintendents Association, a group that advocates for more federal support for K-12 education, hundreds of school-district leaders from across the country similarly reported that they were planning to lay off teachers and cut classroom programs if the hold on funds persisted into August.

David A. Graham: What does the Department of Education actually do?

In Washington, lawmakers from both parties began to relay these concerns to the White House. In a July 16 letter to OMB Director Russell Vought, Senator Shelley Moore Capito of West Virginia joined nine other Republican senators--including lawmakers from six of the 10 states Trump carried by the largest margins in November--to urge the administration to release the money immediately. The senators noted that Congress had already approved the funding as part of a spending law and called on the administration to "faithfully implement" that legislation. "Withholding these funds will harm students, families and local economies," the senators wrote. Senator Tommy Tuberville of Alabama did not sign the letter but told reporters on July 17 that he planned to talk with Trump about the funds during a dinner that was planned for the following day. (I asked Tuberville's office if the senator had gone through with the conversation but didn't get a response.)

Meanwhile, local and state officials from across the demographic and political spectrum banded together to advocate for the funding's release. On July 21, a group that included school districts and teachers' unions filed a joint lawsuit challenging the halt in funding. Among the plaintiffs were the Kuspuk School District, in remote Alaska, which has about 300 students spread out over 12,000 square miles, as well as Cincinnati Public Schools, which has 35,000 students in about 80 square miles. "They do not want to spend their time suing the federal government," the lawsuit said of the schools. "They want to do their jobs serving students and communities." (The case is pending.)

That same day, the Department of Education released part of the funding--$1.4 billion for "21st Century Community Learning Centers" grants, which high-poverty states such as West Virginia disproportionately rely on for after-school and summer-school programs. A few days later, on July 25, the department said it would release the more than $5 billion in remaining funds. Federal officials offered no public accounting of what their review had turned up, but they threatened further scrutiny of school districts that ran afoul of federal civil-rights laws and presidential directives. The Trump administration has used civil-rights legislation to go after schools for policies regarding transgender athletes and diversity, equity, and inclusion.

The White House and the Education Department did not respond to requests for comment about the funds. Speaking at a National Governors Association meeting on the day the funds were released, Education Secretary Linda McMahon said the federal government was "well satisfied" after evaluating the grant programs under review and that she expected dollars to flow more seamlessly in the future.

Although OMB officials had initially attempted to cast the review as part of Trump's effort to root out liberal ideology from schools, Jon Valant, who researches K-12 policy at the Brookings Institution, told me that the White House was never likely to find much evidence to back up those claims. "When you have a country with millions of public-school teachers across about 100,000 public schools, if you look, sure, you're going to find someone somewhere who's doing something objectionable," he said. "But the vast majority of these funds are used in ways that hardly any American would object to."

Ed Hermes, a school-board member in Phoenix, echoed this. "This is going to Girl Scouts. This is going to softball. I know because my kids are in these programs," Hermes, a former schoolteacher himself, told me. "This is going to fund kids getting help with their math homework after school."

The decision to hold back the congressionally mandated funding came as the Education Department has lost nearly half its workforce under Trump, who is proposing additional budget cuts for the agency. The White House has asked Congress to slash grants for migrant education, English-language acquisition, and other programs funded by the money that was recently frozen, as part of next year's budget.

If she is confirmed by the Senate, Baesler, the North Dakota superintendent, could soon join that effort as the next assistant secretary for elementary and secondary education. Whether she will use her new perch to contribute to the Trump administration's goal of shutting down the department or advocate on behalf of schools that rely on federal funds is a question of great concern to educators in her home state. Wayne Trottier, who retired in June as superintendent of the school district in Sawyer, North Dakota (population 307), told me that he'd recently confronted Baesler about the funding freeze. Trottier said that he'd asked her whether she would fight from the inside against the Trump administration's cuts. "This is why the Department of Education needs me on staff now and not later," he recalled her saying.

Baesler did not respond to my requests for comment. In an email to superintendents yesterday, she said she was "pleased" to announce that the dollars were now available, and thanked McMahon, North Dakota lawmakers, and local educators "who advocated for the release of these funds."

Kevin Carey: Scammers are coming for college students

She could have a tough time in Washington making the case for Trump's proposed cuts. On Thursday, a bipartisan group of lawmakers on the Senate Appropriations Committee passed a spending bill that rejected Trump's plan to scale down the Education Department. The bill also included language essentially banning the Trump administration from pursuing another funding freeze for K-12 schools next year. It passed by a 26-3 margin and now heads to the full Senate for a vote.

The Trump administration could also continue to face resistance from around the country. In my conversations with school officials from both urban and rural districts, I frequently heard them making the case for each other. Johnson, who serves on the board of the National Rural Education Association, which advocates for schools in remote areas, stressed the crucial role the department plays in defending the civil rights of minority students and immigrants--of which there are few in his town. "Why are they picking on the Hispanics?" he said at one point. Luisa Santos, who serves on the school board in Florida's large and very diverse Miami-Dade County, told me that without the Education Department, smaller districts would struggle the most. "The federal government is able to support extremely rural areas--areas that, frankly, I don't think could generate that funding on their own if they needed to," she said.

This urban-rural alliance could be tested, however, as Trump aims to move forward with his broader education agenda, which includes advancing school-choice vouchers, filing lawsuits against schools over transgender policies, and promoting what the White House has called "patriotic education." Some educators I spoke with feared that long-standing cultural divides over immigration, race, gender, sexuality, and how to teach American history could create fissures among school districts that have found common cause in advocating for broadly popular programs such as summer school.

The administration's decision to end the funding freeze, these sources said, could ultimately be a tactical retreat ahead of a more aggressive push to demolish the Department of Education. "It's a half-sigh of relief," Santos said about the release of federal funds, adding that a "roller coaster of unknowns" still awaits educators as the new school year begins. "I don't think this is the end at all."




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2025/08/trump-education-funding-freeze/683744/?utm_source=feed



	
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



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.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2025/07/trump-higher-education-fraud/683688/?utm_source=feed
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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.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/science/archive/2025/07/potato-tomato-evolution-hybrid/683721/?utm_source=feed
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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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        The Atlantic's September Cover Story: Anne Applebaum Reports From Sudan, "This Is What the End of the Liberal World Order Looks Like"
        The Atlantic

        For The Atlantic's September cover story, "This Is What the End of the Liberal World Order Looks Like," staff writer Anne Applebaum reports from Sudan, where a devastating civil war has plunged the country into anarchy. As Applebaum documents, the retreat of USAID has only exacerbated the humanitarian catastrophe. Sudan's suffering, she writes, offers a stark preview of what will follow the collapse of the liberal world order and the retreat of U.S. leadership: not a more just world, but a descen...

      

      
        The Atlantic Announces Anna Holmes as New Contributing Writer
        The Atlantic

        Anna Holmes is joining The Atlantic as a contributing writer later this month, where she will cover a wide range of subjects relating to American culture. Anna created the website Jezebel and was editor in chief of Topic magazine, and her writing has appeared in The Atlantic as well as in The New Yorker, The Washington Post, The New York Times, and Bloomberg Businessweek.Recently announced editorial hires at The Atlantic include staff writers Tom Bartlett, Sally Jenkins, Idrees Kahloon, Tyler Aus...

      

      
        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...
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<em>The Atlantic</em>'s September Cover Story: Anne Applebaum Reports From Sudan, "This Is What the End of the Liberal World Order Looks Like"

Applebaum's story is accompanied by original photography by Lynsey Addario




For The Atlantic's September cover story, "This Is What the End of the Liberal World Order Looks Like," staff writer Anne Applebaum reports from Sudan, where a devastating civil war has plunged the country into anarchy. As Applebaum documents, the retreat of USAID has only exacerbated the humanitarian catastrophe. Sudan's suffering, she writes, offers a stark preview of what will follow the collapse of the liberal world order and the retreat of U.S. leadership: not a more just world, but a descent into nihilistic violence. Applebaum's narrative is accompanied by original photography by the acclaimed photojournalist Lynsey Addario.
 
 Statistics are sometimes used to express the scale of the destruction in Sudan: About 14 million people have been displaced by years of fighting, more than in Ukraine and Gaza combined; at least 150,000 people have died in the conflict; half the population, nearly 25 million people, is expected to go hungry this year, with hundreds of thousands of people directly threatened with starvation; and more than 17 million children, out of 19 million, are not in school. But as Applebaum writes, no statistics can express the sense of pointlessness, of meaninglessness, that the war has left behind alongside the physical destruction: "The end of the liberal world order is a phrase that gets thrown around a lot in conference rooms and university lecture halls in places like Washington and Brussels... but this theoretical idea has become reality. The liberal world order has already ended in Sudan, and there isn't anything to replace it."
 
 Among the many sources of the ongoing conflict, foreign influence is also to blame: "The disappearance of any form of international order has left Sudan as the focus of intense competition among countries that are not superpowers but rather middle powers. The middle powers send money and weapons into Sudan, hoping to shape the outcome of the conflict. Some take part in the war of ideas. Some want gold. Some are there because their rivals are there, and Sudan is a good place to fight." Turkish, Egyptian, Saudi, Emirati, Qatari, Russian, Iranian, and Ukrainian interests intersect and overlap, helping make Sudan, like Yemen and Libya, a place where antagonists from around the planet fund violent proxy wars, at the expense of the people who live there. The Chinese hover in the background, looking for business deals. Sudan's strategic location on the Red Sea, one of the world's most important shipping lanes, attracts everyone too. Meanwhile, the countries that might once have banded together to stop the fighting have lost interest or capacity. The institutions that might have helped broker a cease-fire are too weak, and can't or won't help. "We live in a very interesting, many people call it, new world order," Abdalla Hamdok, the former Sudanese prime minister, told Applebaum. "The world we got to know--the consensus, the Pax Americana, the post-Second World War consensus--is just no more."
 
 Applebaum concludes, "Violence inspired and fueled by multiple outsiders has already destroyed Syria, Libya, and Yemen, and is spreading in Chad, Ethiopia, South Sudan, and beyond. Greed, nihilism, and transactionalism are reshaping the politics of the rich world too. As old rules and norms fall away, they are not replaced by a new structure. They are replaced by nothing."
 
 Anne Applebaum's "This Is What the End of the Liberal World Order Looks Like" was published today at TheAtlantic.com. Please reach out with any questions or requests to interview Applebaum about her reporting.
 
 Press contacts:
 Anna Bross and Paul Jackson | The Atlantic
 press@theatlantic.com
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<em>The Atlantic </em>Announces Anna Holmes as New Contributing Writer






Anna Holmes is joining The Atlantic as a contributing writer later this month, where she will cover a wide range of subjects relating to American culture. Anna created the website Jezebel and was editor in chief of Topic magazine, and her writing has appeared in The Atlantic as well as in The New Yorker, The Washington Post, The New York Times, and Bloomberg Businessweek.

Recently announced editorial hires at The Atlantic include staff writers Tom Bartlett, Sally Jenkins, Idrees Kahloon, Tyler Austin Harper, Quinta Jurecic, Jake Lundberg, Toluse Olorunnipa, Alexandra Petri, Missy Ryan, Vivian Salama, Jamie Thompson, Josh Tyrangiel, and Nancy Youssef; and senior editors Drew Goins, Jenna Johnson, and Dan Zak.

Below is an announcement from executive editor Adrienne LaFrance; editor in chief Jeffrey Goldberg; and deputy editor Jane Kim:

Dear everyone,
 We are happy to share the great news that Anna Holmes is joining The Atlantic as a contributing writer, covering a wide range of subjects relating to American culture. As many of you already know, Anna is a force in American journalism. She is brilliant, wildly creative, and fearless, qualities that have defined the many major projects she has brought into the world.
 Anna created the website Jezebel and later was the editor in chief of Topic Magazine, which was the recipient of numerous National Magazine Awards under her leadership. More recently, she has written regular columns for both The New York Times and Bloomberg Businessweek. You've also read her in The Atlantic of course, most recently about how women in particular need to be better at saying "no."
 
 Anna lives in Los Angeles and will start writing for us regularly later this month. We can't wait to read her all the time. Please join us in welcoming Anna to The Atlantic.
 Thank you,
 Adrienne, Jeff, and Jane


Press Contacts: Anna Bross and Paul Jackson, The Atlantic | press@theatlantic.com
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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, Missy Ryan, Vivian Salama, Jamie Thompson, Josh Tyrangiel, and Nancy Youssef; and senior editors Drew Goins, Jenna Johnson, and Dan Zak.

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
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        Donald Trump Doesn't Want You to Read This Article
        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.Donald Trump doesn't want you to read this article.Don't let it go to your head, and I won't let it go to mine; we're not special. He doesn't want anyone reading anything about Jeffrey Epstein, or his own relationship with the late sex offender. And yet his intensive efforts to change the subject to som...

      

      
        What, Exactly, Is the 'Russia Hoax'?
        David A. Graham

        This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.One of Donald Trump's tells is his talk of the "Russia hoax." When that phrase passes his lips, it's a sign that the president is agitated about something.In the past two weeks, for example, as questions about the administration's handling of files related to Jeffrey Epstein have dominated headlines, Tr...

      

      
        A Dispatch From the MAHA Future
        Alexandra Petri

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here."My vision is that every American is wearing a wearable within four years." -- Health and Human Services Secretary Robert F. Kennedy Jr."Did you see the game last night?" I ask Greg.The year is 2029 and we are taking the New, Improved Presidential Fitness Test. The Secretary put some special touches on it himself. My wearable (we all have to wear wearables now, since the Secretary's mandate) says that I still ...

      

      
        A Terrible Five Days for the Truth
        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.Awarding superlatives in the Donald Trump era is risky. Knowing when one of his moves is the biggest or worst or most aggressive is challenging--not only because Trump himself always opts for the most over-the-top description, but because each new peak or trough prepares the way for the next. So I'll esc...

      

      
        The National-Park Tours of Trump's Dreams
        Alexandra Petri

        Don't worry. Although content that INAPPROPRIATELY DISPARAGES AMERICANS PAST OR LIVING or that includes MATTERS UNRELATED TO THE BEAUTY, ABUNDANCE, AND GRANDEUR OF THE AMERICAN LANDSCAPE has been targeted for removal at national-park sites, the caliber of park tours has not suffered! Here is a glimpse of the kind of information you can look forward to receiving at each of these historic sites.Stonewall National Monument: One of the best places to admire the abundant natural beauty of New York Cit...

      

      
        Seven Reads for a Summer Weekend
        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.On your Sunday, explore stories about the one book everyone should read, what McKinsey did to the middle class, and more.Teens Are Forgoing a Classic Rite of Passage
Fewer young people are getting into relationships.
By Faith HillThe One Book Everyone Should Read
The Atlantic's staffers on the books the...

      

      
        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;...

      

      
        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...

      

      
        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...
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Donald Trump Doesn't Want You to Read This Article

The president keeps trying to change the subject from Jeffrey Epstein, but his tactics are only making it worse.

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.

Donald Trump doesn't want you to read this article.

Don't let it go to your head, and I won't let it go to mine; we're not special. He doesn't want anyone reading anything about Jeffrey Epstein, or his own relationship with the late sex offender. And yet his intensive efforts to change the subject to something--anything--else seem to bring only more scrutiny.

This evening, CNN reported, a group of top administration officials, including the vice president, attorney general, FBI director, and White House chief of staff, had been planning to gather to discuss whether to release the recording of an interview between Ghislaine Maxwell, a convicted sex trafficker and an Epstein associate, and Deputy Attorney General Todd Blanche. Then, this afternoon, Reuters reported the meeting had been canceled, with Vice President J. D. Vance's spokesperson denying that it had ever even been planned. Yesterday, Republicans in the House subpoenaed the Justice Department for some records related to Epstein.

As the Epstein story's lock on headlines enters its second month, the president has employed three main tactics to try to dislodge it. First, he has ordered his supporters to stop talking about Epstein. "Their new SCAM is what we will forever call the Jeffrey Epstein Hoax, and my PAST supporters have bought into this 'bullshit,' hook, line, and sinker," he wrote, part of a long and anguished Truth Social post on July 16. This has been somewhat effective in certain quarters: In the days after Trump's pleas, Fox News aired less coverage of the story.

Trying to stifle coverage this way has flaws. Much of the interest in Epstein originated in MAGA media itself, so claiming that these supporters fell for a hoax is dodgy--especially when the attorney general and the FBI director were among the foremost merchants of innuendo. And it almost goes without saying that screaming at people not to pay attention to a topic will only make them suspect there's something to see.

Some Trump-aligned outlets may be willing to take his lead, but other media organizations are not. A press that might have treated the Epstein story as either old news or somewhat prurient just a few months ago is now eager to find new information about it. Julie K. Brown, the Miami Herald reporter who doggedly pursued the story, is the most desired guest on the podcast circuit. Just yesterday, The New York Times published photos of unclear provenance showing the inside of Epstein's Manhattan townhouse.

Second, Trump has tried to change the subject, whether that's attempting to breathe new life into his claims of a "Russia hoax," threatening to federalize the District of Columbia, or taking a walk on the White House roof. Distraction has long been an effective tactic for Trump, but it's also a familiar one. Trump's efforts have produced an amusing dynamic where no matter what he does, many people treat it as an attempt to distract from Epstein, which only points back to Epstein. Trump also keeps stepping on his own ploys. When the president announced the return of the Presidential Fitness Test last week, he invited the Hall of Fame linebacker Lawrence Taylor to join him. But Taylor is a sex offender, having pleaded guilty in connection with paying a 16-year-old to have sex with him. This was not only a strange invitation on its own; it was also a reminder about Trump's former friend Jeffrey Epstein's sex trafficking of girls.

Third, the Trump administration and its GOP allies have tried to provide at least some information to the public, in the hope that it will sate appetites. Frequently, these moves have just whetted them. The Justice Department released what it said was "raw" footage from the jail where Epstein died, only for Wired to report that the tape was, in fact, spliced. (Attorney General Pam Bondi attributed the missing footage to a quirk of the security-camera system, though government sources who spoke to CBS News disputed that explanation.) Blanche's interview with Maxwell is at least ostensibly an attempt to find new information, though it lends itself to further conspiracy theories about backroom agreements. This is especially true given Maxwell's unexplained move to a minimum-security prison shortly after the interview, as well as Trump's refusal to rule out pardoning her. House Speaker Mike Johnson has called for "full transparency" about Epstein, yet he also adjourned the House rather than hold a vote on releasing files related to the case. The mystery of the reported planned meeting scheduled for tonight is more fuel for intrigue.

When Trump himself has spoken out recently, he has brought only more attention to the matter, to borrow his phrase. The president was evidently aware of Epstein's sexual proclivities--"It is even said that he likes beautiful women as much as I do, and many of them are on the younger side," he told New York magazine in 2002--but has said that he didn't know about Epstein's criminal activity. For years, reports indicated that Trump had fallen out with Epstein, a longtime friend, over a real-estate matter. Last week, however, Trump suggested that their clash came after Epstein "stole" employees from Mar-a-Lago--possibly including Virginia Giuffre, a prominent Epstein accuser who died by suicide in April. This drew understandable outrage from Giuffre's family but also raised questions about what Trump might have known about Epstein's trafficking.

And when The Wall Street Journal reported on a letter the president had allegedly written to Epstein, Trump denied writing the letter but also insisted that he'd never made drawings--which elicited plenty of examples of past doodles, weakening his excuse. His splashy defamation lawsuit and demand to promptly depose the Journal's owner, Rupert Murdoch, fanned the flames. (The paper says it stands by its reporting.)

Yesterday, I wrote about how Trump talks about Russian interference in the 2016 presidential election. In that case, Trump's heated denials fed a belief among many of his critics that he must be hiding something. But the juiciest rumors did not prove true; the worst of the scandal had already been made public. Perhaps the same is true of Epstein: We already know that Trump was friends with him, and we already know that Trump was seemingly aware of his interest in young women. If Trump isn't hiding anything, though, he's not doing a good job of convincing the public of that.

Related:

	Trump's Epstein denials are ever so slightly unconvincing.
 	A MAGA attorney hired Epstein's lawyer for his "valuable" experience.




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	 The most nihilistic conflict on Earth, by Anne Applebaum
 
 	 Trump wasted no time derailing his own AI plan.
 
 	 Hegseth's headlong pursuit of academic mediocrity
 




Today's News

	 President Donald Trump announced that he will double tariffs on Indian exports to the United States to 50 percent by late August, citing India's continued purchase of Russian oil. The move aims to pressure Russia over the war in Ukraine.
 
 	 Five soldiers were shot at Fort Stewart-Hunter Army Airfield, in Georgia. The suspect is in custody, and the shooting is under investigation.
 
 	According to sources familiar with the plan, Trump told European leaders that he intends to meet with Vladimir Putin and Volodymyr Zelensky to push for an end to the war in Ukraine, though it is unclear if the two have agreed to the meetings.




Evening Read


Illustration by E S Kibele Yarman*



Enough With the Mom Guilt Already

By Maytal Eyal

As I inch closer to motherhood and all of the unknowns that come with it, I sometimes feel as if my entire future is suspended in midair: How might my personality shift? What will my child be like? How will my marriage change? In the midst of that uncertainty, therapy culture tells moms, You can ensure that your kid will grow up to be happy and healthy if ... and then provides a guidebook of tips to read and details to obsess over. In a country where mothers receive so little structural support--where community has eroded, maternity leave is minimal, and child-care costs can be astronomical--the promise that parents alone can conjure all of the stability their child might need can feel like a warm hug. But really, that promise can be a trap.
 To be clear, I'm not arguing that moms shouldn't work on their own mental health, or that they shouldn't think deeply about their approach to parenting. Rather, I worry that therapy culture prompts mothers to gaze obsessively, unhealthily inward, and deflects attention from the external forces (cultural, economic, political) that are actually the source of so much anxiety.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	How many times can science funding be canceled?
 	Captain Ron's guide to fearless flying
 	The David Frum Show: Ukraine won't surrender.




Culture Break


Illustration by Raven Jiang



Read. Elaine Castillo's second novel, Moderation, captures the numerous ways that screens help people hide from themselves, Sarah Rose Etter writes.

Watch. In 2020, Sophie Gilbert recommended 20 undersung crime shows to binge-watch.

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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What, Exactly, Is the 'Russia Hoax'?

To start with, it's not a hoax.

by David A. Graham




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

One of Donald Trump's tells is his talk of the "Russia hoax." When that phrase passes his lips, it's a sign that the president is agitated about something.

In the past two weeks, for example, as questions about the administration's handling of files related to Jeffrey Epstein have dominated headlines, Trump has been talking often about "the Russia, Russia, Russia hoax, and many other hoaxes too," as he put it in an interview with Newsmax on Friday. Tulsi Gabbard, the director of national intelligence, also released documents last week that her office said shed new light on this "Russia hoax." Attorney General Pam Bondi has reportedly ordered a grand-jury investigation into claims that Obama-administration officials broke laws while investigating Russian interference in the 2016 presidential election.

The DNI's office doesn't explain exactly what the "Russia hoax" is, and for good reason. First, although the phrase has achieved talismanic status in Trump world, it has no set definition, because Trump keeps changing the meaning. Second, and more important, it's not a hoax.

Here's what is not in dispute: The United States intelligence community concluded that Russia sought to meddle in the 2016 election and, according to a GOP-led Senate investigation, wanted to help Trump. As Special Counsel Robert Mueller wrote in a report summarizing his findings, "The Russian government interfered in the 2016 presidential election in sweeping and systematic fashion." Trump's son Donald Trump Jr., his son-in-law Jared Kushner, and his campaign chair Paul Manafort met at Trump Tower in June 2016 with Russians who they believed would hand over "dirt" on Hillary Clinton. (Steve Bannon--Steve Bannon!--called the meeting "treasonous.") A Trump 2016-campaign aide boasted to an Australian diplomat that Russia was trying to help the Trump campaign, and then lied about his Russian contacts to FBI agents. Trump publicly called on Russia to hack Clinton's emails in July 2016--jokingly, he has since said--and Russian agents attempted to do so that very day, according to the Justice Department. Hackers who the U.S. government believes were connected to Russia obtained emails from a number of Democratic Party officials and leaked them publicly, and Trump pal Roger Stone was apparently forewarned about some. Major tech companies, including Facebook and Twitter (now X), also confirmed that they had detected dubious Russian activity.

In spite of all of this evidence, or perhaps because of it, Trump has loudly insisted that it's all a hoax. He's used the phrase off and on since spring 2017, though he's changed what he means. For a time, he made the claim--without evidence then, and without any since--that the federal government under Barack Obama had wiretapped or improperly surveilled him. At other times, he has claimed that the whole thing is a "witch hunt." Often, he generically used the term hoax to refer to any allegations about Russian involvement in the 2016 election. He even sued the Pulitzer Prize Board over a statement honoring reporting on connections between the Trump campaign and Russia. (The case is ongoing.)

His attempts to instill doubt have been assisted by the fact that some of the wilder rumors and reports concerning his campaign didn't turn out to be true. Carter Page, a Trump campaign adviser, was a bit of an eccentric character but not a traitor, as some suggested, much less the key to unraveling any grand conspiracy. Trump was probably not communicating with a Russian bank via a mysterious server. He was almost certainly not a longtime Russian-intelligence asset. The so-called Steele dossier was full of falsehoods. I argued at the time that BuzzFeed's decision to publish it was a grievous error, and it warped conversation about the Trump campaign's ties to Russia.

Mueller's highly anticipated investigation also landed with a big thud. First, expectations for his report had been inflated by an overeager circle of Trump critics who had expected shocking new revelations; the revelations were indeed shocking, but by the time Mueller published them, most had already filtered out in press accounts. Second, debate over Trump's ties to Russia had focused on "collusion," which is not a specific crime. This produced a semantic sideshow argument in which Trump insisted that he couldn't have colluded, because he wasn't charged with it. Third, Attorney General Bill Barr misrepresented Mueller's findings. Fourth, Mueller did not recommend charges against Trump, thanks to Justice Department guidance against charging a sitting president, which meant that although the special counsel produced an unmistakable implicit accusation, Trump claimed vindication.

Trump's use of pardons may have induced some of his confederates--including Stone and Manafort--to not cooperate with prosecutors, or to only partly cooperate, thus depriving the public of a chance at receiving a full accounting. This was a kind of legalized obstruction of justice.

Plenty of authorities have pointed out that Trump's claim of a hoax is nonsense. In 2017, PolitiFact named that its lie of the year. In 2018, The Washington Post reported: "Trump's Russia 'Hoax' Turns Out to Be Real." In 2019, a report by the Justice Department's inspector general concluded that, as my colleague Adam Serwer put it, "the 'Russia hoax' defense is itself a hoax, and a highly successful one, aimed at reassuring Trump supporters who might otherwise be troubled by the president's behavior." Still, the idea that the whole thing was a chimera has taken hold even within some precincts of the mainstream press, where the whole thing is treated as a weird passing obsession. The journalist Ben Smith, who made the decision to publish the Steele dossier, now contends, vaguely and in passive voice, that "Trump was in retrospect treated unfairly."

Meanwhile, Trump world continues to cook up new iterations of the hoax claim. The most recent ones are driven by CIA Director John Ratcliffe, who has a history of weaponizing intelligence, to use a term he's a fan of, and Gabbard, who has for years repeated Kremlin talking points. Last month, Ratcliffe alleged that in 2016, three of the nation's top intelligence officials "manipulated intelligence and silenced career professionals--all to get Trump," but as my colleague Shane Harris reported, he didn't have evidence to back that up. Gabbard has released a dribble of documents intended to bolster it, but still nothing that matches the claims.

In recent days, MAGA allies have pushed a new and shocking allegation: that emails show Clinton actually approved a plan to smear Trump by claiming he was colluding with Russia. The problem is that, once again, investigations have debunked it. A special counsel appointed by Barr during Trump's first term, with the goal of ferreting out political skulduggery in the Russia investigation, found that messages about Clinton being treated as a smoking gun were, in fact, likely concocted by the Russians. As The New York Times reported, "The special counsel, John H. Durham, went to great lengths to try to prove that several of the emails were real, only to ultimately conclude otherwise."

Durham's finding of a Russian forgery is ironic: Someone has finally turned up a real Russia hoax. Rather than working to fight it, however, Trump's aides are once more colluding with Russia to mislead the American people and further Trump's political fortunes.

Related:

	The "Russia hoax," revisited
 	The Russia hoax is still not a hoax. (From 2024)




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Amanda Knox: What is evil?
 	Why the White House backed down from its first big education cuts
 	Jonathan Chait: The pro-Israel right is shifting the definition of anti-Semitism.




Today's News

	 House Republicans issued subpoenas to the Justice Department and high-profile figures such as the Clintons, former FBI Director Robert Mueller, and several former top Justice Department officials over Jeffrey Epstein-related files and testimony.
 
 	President Donald Trump said Texas Republicans are "entitled" to five more seats in the House as the state GOP pushes a redistricting plan that favors Republicans.
 	The Trump administration is considering releasing the transcript of Ghislaine Maxwell's recent interview with the Department of Justice, according to senior officials.
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What's Really Behind the Cult of Labubu

By Valerie Trapp

A furry fiend with rabbit ears and a maniacal grin has recently been spotted twerking next to the singer Lizzo, baring its teeth on the former soccer star David Beckham's Instagram, and flopping against a woman's Chanel bag while wearing its own Tic Tac-size Chanel bag. The creature in question is Labubu--a soft-bellied plushie that the Chinese company Pop Mart began distributing in 2019, and that has, in the past year, gained hordes of admirers. In 2024, Pop Mart reported a more than 700 percent increase in the stuffie's sales. People have been doling out anywhere from about $30 to $150,000 a toy. At Brooklyn raves, adults hop around under neon lights with Labubus clipped to their belt loops. The devotion, at times, has turned almost ferocious.


Read the full article.
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Explore. These photos celebrate the 13th anniversary of NASA's Curiosity rover landing on the surface of Mars.
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A Dispatch From the MAHA Future

Featuring wearables, roadkill, and lots of astrology

by Alexandra Petri




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

"My vision is that every American is wearing a wearable within four years." -- Health and Human Services Secretary Robert F. Kennedy Jr.

"Did you see the game last night?" I ask Greg.

The year is 2029 and we are taking the New, Improved Presidential Fitness Test. The Secretary put some special touches on it himself. My wearable (we all have to wear wearables now, since the Secretary's mandate) says that I still have 5,000 more steps to go. If we don't pass our Presidential Fitness Test, we'll have to visit the Wellness Farm to pick turnips and be "reparented."

"No," Greg says. I can sense that Greg is flagging. "Ever since the Leeches First mandate, I've had to spend most of my time, you know." He bends down to pluck a leech off his calf. It lolls about, engorged with blood. He deposits it carefully into his leech pack.

We both sigh. The leeches are the worst. Before taking what used to be called medicine (it is now, according to the CDC's revised guidance, Just One More Supplement, No Better Or Worse Than Any Other Supplement), the Secretary insists that everyone "try leeches." The papers at the time described this new mandate as a Huge Triumph for Big Leech. We walk past a billboard with a reminder from the CDC: Don't Forget to Leech and Bleach! We feel pretty bad most of the time.

"Have you had your Anti-Lemon yet today?" I ask. All the government funding that used to help with vaccines was rededicated to invent the Anti-Lemon, a fruit with all the same properties as a lemon except it can give you scurvy. The Secretary thinks everyone should try scurvy once, to build character. Like every idea he has (he claims they are all his, but I think some of them come from the worm in his brain), it was a good idea. (I am allowed to think only good thoughts about him since the ban on negative energy. The wearable claims to be able to pick up on it, using a technology that is described as "mood ring-adjacent.")

"Oh, right!" Greg says. He fumbles in his leech pack and pulls out the Anti-Lemon. "Cheers."

"Cheers," I say. I wiggle one of my teeth with my tongue. They wiggle more since the scurvy initiative. I glance at my wearable. Just 4,800 more steps to go. "How's your job?"

"Great!" Greg says. I can tell Greg is trying very hard not to think a bad thought. He looks wan and greenish, like a seasick pickle. Greg used to be a veterinarian but he isn't allowed to be one anymore. He's a Taurus. The new surgeon general just announced that Tauruses can't be vets. The energies would be all wrong. Greg's would be especially wrong because of where his moon placement is. It doesn't make a lot of sense to me, but I have accepted that it's because I'm a Pisces. Pisces are famous for their inability to understand what is currently considered cutting-edge science. Greg has been selling crystals instead. There is big demand for crystals now. "How's yours?"

"Mine's great too!" I say, quickly. This is not, strictly speaking, true. I've been a lot less productive without my Supplement That Is No Better Or Worse Than Any Other Supplement. It used to help my brain work. Some months I can obtain it, but other months when I go to get it it's been replaced by a sugar pill. The Secretary calls this a randomized trial, but I don't think it is. Classic Pisces of me! Anyway, I get a lot more headaches than I used to.

I reach into my pocket for my roadkill sandwich. A part of the Fitness Test is whether we can successfully consume what the Secretary calls Gold-Standard Meat. He says it will "rewild" our stomachs. For too long, humans have been coasting along digesting "indoor food," which he says is why nobody is sailing ships around Cape Horn anymore or constructing good Chichen Itzas, like they used to. ("When was the last time you saw Christopher Columbus?" he asked on the radio recently. "We're going to bring all of that back.")

"Bear?" Greg says, hopefully.

I shake my head. "Mystery."

We chew hesitantly, the same way we embark on the now-mandatory annual Wastewater Plunge.

"Yours has lettuce," Greg says.

I look at it. "I hope," I say.

We squint into the sandwich for some time. "I bet the Secretary would be excited to see that in his sandwich," I say diplomatically. I wonder if the wearable can sense my fear. I try to eat around the green object.

I can feel a negative thought forming. Hopefully the wearable doesn't pick it up. Sometimes if your heart beats too fast, the wearable thinks you are making bad energy. If too many people with bad energy get together and think bad thoughts, it can create a deadly miasma. Miasma can cause you to have COVID-like symptoms. Also food-poisoning-like symptoms and polio-like symptoms. It's amazing how much havoc miasma has wreaked since we stopped authorizing new vaccines.

Greg looks like he's about to say something. Quickly, I offer him some Apple Jacks, which are now colored without artificial dyes and, somehow, are also full of beef tallow. (The sugar content is the same.) We all have to eat a lot of these natural, healthy foods. Much better than carrot cake. The effort of chewing silences him briefly.

While he chews, I stare at his neck. There's an irregularly shaped mole there that resembles the state of California. I don't remember it. "New mole?" I ask.

"Yeah," Greg said.

"You should get that checked out," I say.

"Insurance won't cover it. Too woke." Greg shakes his head. "Besides, the sun can't harm us, the Secretary says."

Greg sighs. The Secretary has told us not to sigh on the grounds that Gold-Standard Science, dating back to the time of Shakespeare, found that each sigh killed your heart a little bit at a time. There aren't any statistics on it, but that's good; evidence has long been the ally of Big Pharma. Big Pharma was corrupted long ago because people were willing to pay them more money for medicine that "worked" than medicine that didn't work. This was a scam, and fortunately the Secretary has gotten to the bottom of it.

Better than data is when you can tell a story about something that happened to a guy you knew, or better yet, a guy your cousin knew. That is how most of the CDC recommendations happen now.

Greg looks hard at me. I can tell he's about to utter some negativity aloud. I am afraid that he is thinking about the people who have died for no reason. All the people who are going to die. Once you start to think about that, it is hard to keep your energy positive. "Do you ever think," Greg asks, "No, I've drunk all the fermented-soybean enzyme I want to drink. I don't think it's helping, and I don't want to drink any more?"

I look around anxiously. My head hurts. My stomach also hurts. I look at my wearable. Just 4,600 more steps to go. The Secretary has promised that he will whisper the true cause of autism to whoever gets the best Fitness Test score. "No," I say, quickly. "I don't."

Greg nods. "Me neither."
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A Terrible Five Days for the Truth

Trump's latest moves represent an assault on reporting, statistics, and the historical record.

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.

Awarding superlatives in the Donald Trump era is risky. Knowing when one of his moves is the biggest or worst or most aggressive is challenging--not only because Trump himself always opts for the most over-the-top description, but because each new peak or trough prepares the way for the next. So I'll eschew a specific modifier and simply say this: The past five days have been deeply distressing for the truth as a force in restraining authoritarian governance.

In a different era, each of these stories would have defined months, if not more, of a presidency. Coming in such quick succession, they risk being subsumed by one another and sinking into the continuous din of the Trump presidency. Collectively, they represent an assault on several kinds of truth: in reporting and news, in statistics, and in the historical record.

On Thursday, The Washington Post revealed that the Smithsonian National Museum of American History had removed references to Trump's record-setting two impeachments from an exhibit's section on presidential scandals. The deletion reportedly came as part of a review to find supposed bias in Smithsonian museums. Now, referring to Presidents Andrew Johnson, Richard Nixon, and Bill Clinton, the exhibit states that "only three presidents have seriously faced removal." This is false--Trump came closer to Senate conviction than Clinton did. The Smithsonian says the material about Trump's impeachments was meant to be temporary (though it had been in place since 2021), and that references will be restored in an upcoming update.

If only that seemed like a safe bet. The administration, including Vice President J. D. Vance, an ex officio member of the Smithsonian board, has been pressuring the Smithsonian to align its messages with the president's political priorities, claiming that the institution has "come under the influence of a divisive, race-centered ideology." The White House attempted to fire the head of the National Portrait Gallery, which it likely did not have the power to do. (She later resigned.) Meanwhile, as my colleague Alexandra Petri points out, the administration is attempting to eliminate what it views as negativity about American history from National Park Service sites, a sometimes-absurd proposition.

During his first term, Trump criticized the removal of Confederate monuments, which he and allies claimed was revisionist history. It was not--preserving history doesn't require public monuments to traitors--but tinkering with the Smithsonian is very much attempting to rewrite the official version of what happened, wiping away the impeachments like an ill-fated Kremlin apparatchik.

The day after the Post report, the Corporation for Public Broadcasting announced that it will shut down. Its demise was sealed by the administration's successful attempt to get Congress to withdraw funding for it. Defunding CPB was a goal of Project 2025, because the right views PBS and NPR as biased (though the best evidence that Project 2025 is able to marshal for this are surveys about audience political views). Although stations in major cities may be able to weather the loss of assistance, the end of CPB could create news and information deserts in more remote areas.

When Trump isn't keeping information from reaching Americans, he's attacking the information itself. Friday afternoon, after the Bureau of Labor Statistics released revised employment statistics that suggested that the economy is not as strong as it had appeared, Trump's response was to fire the commissioner of the BLS, baselessly claiming bias. Experts had already begun to worry that government inflation data were degrading under Trump. Firing the commissioner won't make the job market any better, but it will make government statistics less trustworthy and undermine any effort by policy makers, including Trump's own aides, to improve the economy. The New York Times' Ben Casselman catalogs plenty of examples of leaders who attacked economic statistics and ended up paying a price for it. (Delving into these examples might provide Trump with a timely warning, but as the editors of The Atlantic wrote in 2016, "he appears not to read.")

The next day, the Senate confirmed Jeanine Pirro to be the top prosecutor for the District of Columbia. Though Pirro previously served as a prosecutor and judge in New York State, her top credential for the job--as with so many of her administration colleagues--is her run as a Fox News personality. Prior to the January 6 riot, she was a strong proponent of the false claim that the 2020 election was stolen. Her statements were prominent in a successful defamation case against Fox, and evidence in the case included a discussion of why executives yanked her off the air on November 7, 2020. "They took her off cuz she was being crazy," Tucker Carlson's executive producer wrote in a text. "Optics are bad. But she is crazy."

This means that a person who either lied or couldn't tell fact from fiction, and whom even Fox News apparently didn't trust to avoid a false claim, is being entrusted with power over federal prosecutions in the nation's capital. (Improbably, she still might be an improvement over her interim predecessor.)

Even as unqualified prosecutors are being confirmed, the Trump White House is seeking retribution against Jack Smith, the career Justice Department attorney who led Trump's aborted prosecutions on charges related to subverting the 2020 election and hoarding of documents at Mar-a-Lago. The Office of Special Counsel--the government watchdog that is led at the moment, for some reason, by the U.S. trade representative--is investigating whether Smith violated the Hatch Act, which bars some executive-branch officials from certain political actions while they're on the job, by charging Trump. Never mind that the allegations against Trump were for overt behavior. Kathleen Clark, a professor of law at Washington University in St. Louis, told the Post she had never seen the OSC investigate a prosecutor for prosecutorial decisions. The charges against Trump were dropped when he won the 2024 election. If anything, rather than prosecutions being used to interfere with elections, Trump used the election to interfere with prosecutions.

This is a bleak series of events. But although facts can be suppressed, they cannot be so easily changed. Even if Trump can bowdlerize the BLS, that won't change the underlying economy. As Democrats discovered during the Biden administration, you can't talk voters out of bad feelings about the economy using accurate statistics; that wouldn't be any easier with bogus ones. Trump is engaged in a broad assault on truth, but truth has ways of fighting back.

Related:

	Donald Trump shoots the messenger.
 	The new dark age




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	 Pete Hegseth's Pentagon is becoming a bubble.
 
 	 What kids told us about how to get them off their phones
 
 	 The secret of George Washington's revolutionary success
 




Today's News

	The Texas House voted to issue civil arrest warrants for Texas Democrats who left the state to delay a vote on a Trump-backed redistricting map.
 	Steve Witkoff, President Donald Trump's special envoy for peace missions, will head to Russia this week in an effort to secure a Ukraine cease-fire before a Friday deadline.
 	The European Union paused planned retaliatory tariffs on U.S. goods for six months amid ongoing trade talks with the Trump administration.
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	The Wonder Reader: Isabel Fattal compiles stories about how mail carriers manage to do a job that keeps the country running.
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Grief Counseling With Kermit

By Sophie Brickman

After a great loss, some people find themselves communing with nature, at the seaside or deep in a forest. Others turn to spirituality, toward a temple or church. Me? I'd come to grieve with the Muppets.


Read the full article.
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The National-Park Tours of Trump's Dreams

The rule: Only mention the good parts of American history.

by Alexandra Petri




Don't worry. Although content that INAPPROPRIATELY DISPARAGES AMERICANS PAST OR LIVING or that includes MATTERS UNRELATED TO THE BEAUTY, ABUNDANCE, AND GRANDEUR OF THE AMERICAN LANDSCAPE has been targeted for removal at national-park sites, the caliber of park tours has not suffered! Here is a glimpse of the kind of information you can look forward to receiving at each of these historic sites.

Stonewall National Monument: One of the best places to admire the abundant natural beauty of New York City. The taxis, yellow. The skyscrapers, high! The luminous walk signs, with their flashing white gentleman composed of tiny stars, majestic! Here a community rose up in response to a police raid and sparked a revolution. We cannot say which community, but we hope there weren't any LGBTQ people present. It seems unlikely; they did not exist before 1967, which was one of many things that made America Great at that time, and which we are trying our best to replicate today. We've been removing the movement's patrons from the Stonewall website one letter at a time and seeing whether anyone notices.

Manzanar National Historic Site: This well-preserved internment-camp site from World War II is a chilling, gut-wrenching reminder of the stunning natural beauty of our flawless nation!

Mount Rushmore National Memorial: This incomplete statue of some presidents will be a wonderful place to contemplate America's beauty soon, when it is beautified even further by the addition of the best president yet! We don't need to say anything more about this site. Nice, uncontroversial place for some sculptures of white men, we're pretty sure!

Little Rock Central High School National Historic Site: The National Guard liked this high school so much that it decided to sit in on classes here for a time in the 1960s. For some reason, only nine of the students who went here are singled out as heroes, but we think, actually, every student is a hero.

Redwood National and State Parks: These beautiful, large trees are big enough to fend for themselves, and the implication that action is needed on our part to protect them is, frankly, insulting. Trees eat carbon dioxide, you know!!!

Adams National Historic Park: President John Adams presided over the passage of the Alien Enemies Act of 1798! A great thing. Good legacy.

Selma to Montgomery National Historic Trail: Some really scenic sights along here. Great place to hear birds. John Lewis marched across a bridge on this route, and some police marched out to meet him. Fun!

Tuskegee Airmen National Historic Site: This site was set aside to commemorate a bunch of people who have been removed from Air Force training materials, so we are unsure what they did. As soon as these people are added back to the training materials, we can tell you! Just keep in mind that if it appears that any of the people who participated in United States history weren't white, that is DEI.

Harriet Tubman Underground Railroad National Historical Park: This woman is famous for some reason, but we can't say for sure what that is. Maybe the rare natural splendor of the surroundings of her home. Sometimes she led fellow Americans on long treks on foot, presumably to admire the breathtaking beauty of the environment up close. She did this many times. She must have loved nature!

Gettysburg National Military Park: It appears that lots of brave men fought and died here, but for what reason, we can't exactly say. Not for us to take sides! We'll refer you to President Donald Trump's thoughts: "Gettysburg, what an unbelievable battle that was. It was so much and so interesting and so vicious and horrible and so beautiful in so many different ways; it represented such a big portion of the success of this country. Gettysburg, wow. I go to Gettysburg, Pennsylvania, to look and to watch. And, uh, the statement of Robert E. Lee, who's no longer in favor, did you ever notice that? No longer in favor. 'Never fight uphill, me boys. Never fight uphill.' They were fighting uphill. He said, 'Wow, that was a big mistake.' He lost his great general. And they were fighting. 'Never fight uphill, me boys!' But it was too late."

This is what happened here, and we hope you have no further questions.

Women's Rights National Historic Park (Seneca Falls): Here a bunch of women got together and asked for something they did not really need! Most important: There's a waterfall nearby.

Abraham Lincoln Birthplace National Historic Park: Here was born a president who did something that was important to do, and especially at that time. One of the lesser presidents, he came to guide the nation through the Civil War, which was fought over nothing. The Seinfeld of wars.

Trail of Tears National Historic Trail: This scenic route takes you through nine states, starting in Georgia and continuing to Oklahoma! Along this path, you can see a lot of foliage. A fun trail to walk voluntarily.

Reconstruction Era National Historic Park: Things have always been good in this country. Look--a bird. Wow! Check out all the waterfowl around here!

Boston National Historic Park (Freedom Trail): To describe the historic significance of this site would require us to disparage King George III of England. Which we are loath to do! There's no shame in being a king.

President William Jefferson Clinton Birthplace Home: Did you know that Bill Clinton and Andrew Johnson were the only two presidents ever to be impeached? Fun fact! 

Statue of Liberty: For years, people have made a big deal about how good she looks as you approach, but imagine how nice she'd look if you were leaving. Please disregard the poem; we are trying to remove it.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/newsletters/archive/2025/08/trump-national-parks-tours-american-history/683754/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Seven Reads for a Summer Weekend

Spend time with stories about teens forgoing a classic rite of passage, the one book everyone should check out, and more.

by Stephanie Bai




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


On your Sunday, explore stories about the one book everyone should read, what McKinsey did to the middle class, and more.




Teens Are Forgoing a Classic Rite of Passage

Fewer young people are getting into relationships.


By Faith Hill

The One Book Everyone Should Read

The Atlantic's staffers on the books they share--again and again


By The Atlantic Culture Desk

Why South Park Did an About-Face on Mocking Trump

The show's creators once said they had nothing more to say about the president. What changed their minds?


By Paula Mejia

A Defense Against Gaslighting Sociopaths

If you can recognize their signature move, then forewarned is forearmed.


By Arthur C. Brooks

10 "Scary" Movies for People Who Don't Like Horror

You can handle these, we promise. (From 2022)


By David Sims

How McKinsey Destroyed the Middle Class

Technocratic management, no matter how brilliant, cannot unwind structural inequalities. (From 2020)


By Daniel Markovits

Homes Still Aren't Designed for a Body Like Mine

Why is it so hard for disabled people to find safe, accessible places to live?


By Jessica Slice



The Week Ahead

	Greetings From Your Hometown, a new album by the Jonas Brothers (out Friday)
 	People Like Us, by the National Book Award-winner Jason Mott, a novel about two Black writers trying to live in a world filled with gun violence (out Tuesday)
 	Ted Bundy: Dialogue With the Devil, a new Ted Bundy docuseries that features newly uncovered interviews and recordings (out Thursday on Hulu)




Essay


Illustration by Joshua Nazario



Memoir of a Mailman

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.


Read the full article.



More in Culture

	Comfort TV is overrated.
 	How Justin Bieber finally gave us the song of the summer
 	All end-of-the-world menace, all the time
 	Hulk Hogan stayed in character to the end.
 	Eight books for dabblers




Catch Up on The Atlantic

	How NASA engineered its own decline
 	Quinta Jurecic: The FBI's leaders "have no idea what they're doing."
 	Why Trump broke with Bibi over the Gaza famine




Photo Album


The freestyle-motocross rider Taka Higashino does a no-hands "Superman" trick on opening day of the US Open of Surfing, in California. (Allen J. Schaben / Los Angeles Times / Getty)



Included in The Atlantic's photos of the week are images of a freestyle-motocross trick, a robot-boxing match in Shanghai, a performing-dog show in Canada, and more.



Explore all of our newsletters.

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 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.
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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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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 swaths 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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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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