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        The AI Doomers Are Getting Doomier
        Matteo Wong

        Nate Soares doesn't set aside money for his 401(k). "I just don't expect the world to be around," he told me earlier this summer from his office at the Machine Intelligence Research Institute, where he is the president. A few weeks earlier, I'd heard a similar rationale from Dan Hendrycks, the director of the Center for AI Safety. By the time he could tap into any retirement funds, Hendrycks anticipates a world in which "everything is fully automated," he told me. That is, "if we're around."The p...

      

      
        Donald Trump's Perfect Museum
        Alexandra Petri

        "The museums throughout Washington, but all over the Country are, essentially, the last remaining segment of 'WOKE.' The Smithsonian is OUT OF CONTROL, where everything discussed is how horrible our Country is, how bad Slavery was, and how unaccomplished the downtrodden have been - Nothing about Success, nothing about Brightness, nothing about the Future. We are not going to allow this to happen." -- Donald Trump, Truth Social, August 19Why are museums filled with artifacts from the past and stori...

      

      
        The Atlantic Announces Emily Bobrow and Katie Zezima as Senior Editors; Will Gottsegen and Jonathan Lemire Join as Staff Writers
        The Atlantic

        The Atlantic is announcing four new members of its editorial staff: Emily Bobrow and Katie Zezima will join as senior editors, both as part of the politics, global, and ideas team; Will Gottsegen was hired as a staff writer for The Atlantic's flagship newsletter, The Daily; and Jonathan Lemire, who has reported extensively on the Trump administration this year as a contributing writer, becomes a staff writer.More details from our editors about all four journalists follow:
	
	First, Emily Bobrow. ...

      

      
        COVID Revisionism Has Gone Too Far
        Roge Karma

        Pandemic revisionism has gone mainstream. More than five years after COVID-19 began spreading in the United States, a new conventional wisdom has taken hold in some quarters: Public-health officials knew or should have known from the start that pandemic restrictions would do more harm than good, forced them on the public anyway, and then doubled down even as the evidence piled up against them. When challenged, these officials stifled dissent in order to create an illusion of consensus around obvi...

      

      
        Five Baha'i Lessons for a Happier Life
        Arthur C. Brooks

        Want to stay current with Arthur's writing? Sign up to get an email every time a new column comes out.One of the biggest gripes I have about my academic field of social science is that it explains a lot about human behavior but is very short on prescriptions for how to live day to day. Even when it does have something suggestive to offer, the research almost never supplies evidence of whether its widespread adoption would have a positive effect. The same deficiency is even truer for philosophy, a...

      

      
        Photos: Driving a Century-Old Church Down the Road
        Alan Taylor

        Jonathan Nackstrand / AFP / GettyAn aerial view shows the wooden Kiruna Church being transferred to its new location, in Kiruna, Sweden, on August 19, 2025. The church is being moved five kilometers (three miles) to the new town center of Kiruna, because of the expansion of the nearby iron-ore mine operated by the state-owned Swedish mining company LKAB.Malin Haarala / APVicar Lena Tjarnberg (left) and Bishop Asa Nystrom bless Kiruna Church, called Kiruna Kyrka in Swedish, on August 19, 2025, sho...

      

      
        What Trump Actually Wants From a Ukraine Deal
        Eliot A. Cohen

        Whenever Donald Trump announces an international meeting about the Russia-Ukraine war, his critics immediately begin talking about Munich 1938 or Yalta 1945. The analogies are not only misplaced, but misleading. What happened in Anchorage last week and in the follow-on visit by European leaders to Washington on Monday was something far less tragic, and far less serious, than the comparisons would imply.Too often, the commentary focused on trivialities. For the Trump-Putin summit: Was the B-2-bomb...

      

      
        What We Gain When We Stop Caring
        Anna Holmes

        Sometime in the early aughts, the comedian Amy Poehler made a vulgar joke while sitting in the Saturday Night Live writers' room waiting for a midweek read-through to begin. As detailed in Tina Fey's 2011 memoir, Bossypants, Jimmy Fallon, who was also in the show's cast at the time, jokingly recoiled and told Poehler to stop it."It's not cute!" Fallon exclaimed. "I don't like it.""Amy dropped what she was doing, went black in the eyes for a second, and wheeled around on him," Fey writes. "'I don'...

      

      
        Peace in Ukraine Is Not a Real-Estate Deal
        Hanna Rosin

        Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube | Overcast | Pocket CastsPresident Donald Trump's two most recent international summits--in Alaska last week with Russian President Vladimir Putin, and then at the White House this week with Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky--included some notable fashion statements. Zelensky arrived in a proper suit instead of the military-style fatigues that he wore the last time he met with Trump, in February. But the more startling sartorial choice came fr...

      

      
        Trump Has No (Legal) Power to Mess With the Election
        Quinta Jurecic

        Sign up for Trump's Return, a newsletter featuring coverage of the second Trump presidency.The idea, it seems, came from the Russian president. "Vladimir Putin, smart guy," Donald Trump told the Fox News television host Sean Hannity following the summit between the two leaders in Anchorage, Alaska. Putin, Trump reported, had told him, "You can't have an honest election with mail-in voting." And that, apparently, spurred the president to act--sort of.Days later, Trump posted on Truth Social that he...

      

      
        'Make McCarthy Great Again'
        Michael Scherer

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.The first thing Laura Loomer wanted to know when I called her earlier this month was whether this was going to be a "hit piece." The self-described investigative journalist and unofficial adviser to President Donald Trump is familiar with the genre. She had just attacked the United States Army for praising a recipient of the Medal of Honor. She would soon claim without evidence that Republican Representative ...

      

      
        What Claire's Once Gave Tween Girls
        Ellen Cushing

        Mostly, I remember the fluffy pens. When I was in elementary and middle school, nothing could be cooler than a fluffy pen, at least until it got covered in backpack grime and started to look like an exceptionally long-tailed subway rat. And no place had fluffy pens in abundance like Claire's, a chain that sold accessories and other trinkets and, at the time, seemed to exist in every shopping center in America. Mine had an entire wall of fluffy pens, in every color, usually for some kind of absurd...

      

      
        A 'MAHA Box' Might Be Coming to Your Doorstep
        Nicholas Florko

        Millions of Americans might soon have mail from Robert F. Kennedy Jr. The health secretary--who fiercely opposes industrial, ultraprocessed foods--now wants to send people care packages full of farm-fresh alternatives. They will be called "MAHA boxes."For the most part, MAHA boxes remain a mystery. They are mentioned in a leaked draft of a much-touted report that the Trump administration is set to release about improving children's health. Reportedly, the 18-page document--which promises studies on ...

      

      
        The Quest for a Liberal Stephen Miller
        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.Do Democrats need their own Stephen Miller? That's what the Rolling Stone journalist Asawin Suebsaeng reports hearing from many people on the left. Imagining a progressive version of Donald Trump's far-right-hand man is hard enough, much less justifying why this might be a good thing. But the idea seems...

      

      
        How ICE Became Trump's Secret Army
        David Frum

        Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube | Pocket CastsOn this episode of The David Frum Show, The Atlantic's David Frum begins with reflections on how Donald Trump's sweeping immigration crackdown has transformed America into what he calls a "society based on fear." Frum warns that the president's methods risk discrediting not just immigration enforcement, but also law, police, and the very idea of democratic legitimacy.Then Frum is joined by his Atlantic colleague Caitlin Dickerson, w...

      

      
        Western Nations Are Taking a Key Step Toward a Two-State Solution
        Hussein Ibish

        France, Britain, Canada, Australia, and Malta all say they are preparing to recognize a state of Palestine at the upcoming United Nations General Assembly in September. They would join another 147 UN countries that already do so. In some senses, the move is symbolic: It will not change the realities on the ground in the Middle East, at least not in the short term. But it is a major step nonetheless.No Israeli-Palestinian "peace process" is currently under way, the countries pledging recognition n...

      

      
        She Has No Autonomy. Can She Be Happy?
        Hillary Kelly

        The community, or, as its members call it, the Dorf, has everything a person might need. It has a medical center and a kitchen, a "Babyhouse" for child care, and a "Laundryhouse" for the obvious. The Steward acquires food provisions for the Dorf's hundreds of residents, and every Saturday afternoon, the wives walk over to Stores to pick up their family's weekly grocery allotment. (There's even a sauna for shvitzing, though the members wouldn't use that word.) As a child, the titular character of ...

      

      
        The Dangerous Legal Strategy Coming for Our Books
        Peter Parnell

        A decade ago, when the government of Singapore announced its decision to pulp every copy of our picture book, And Tango Makes Three, in the nation's libraries, we felt profoundly lucky. Not for the pulping--that was alarming--but for the fact that the First Amendment guaranteed that this could never happen in America.We're not feeling quite so lucky anymore.In 2023, our book was one of thousands pulled from library shelves around the country, and as we write, an evolving legal strategy being used t...

      

      
        A Letter to America's Discarded Public Servants
        William J. Burns

        Dear Colleagues,For three and a half decades as a career diplomat, I walked across the lobby of the State Department countless times--inspired by the Stars and Stripes and humbled by the names of patriots etched into our memorial wall. It was heartbreaking to see so many of you crossing that same lobby in tears following the reduction in force in July, carrying cardboard boxes with family photos and the everyday remains of proud careers in public service. After years of hard jobs in hard places--de...

      

      
        Trump Keeps Defending Russia
        Tom Nichols

        Sign up for Trump's Return, a newsletter featuring coverage of the second Trump presidency.Donald Trump loves to speak extemporaneously, and usually, he makes very little sense. (Sharks? The Unabomber? What?) Trying to turn his ramblings into a coherent message is like trying, as an old European saying goes, to turn fish soup back into an aquarium. But he is the president of the United States and holds the codes to some 2,000 nuclear weapons. When he speaks, his statements are both policy and a p...

      

      
        Trump's Half-Baked Approach to Negotiation
        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.On the surface, yesterday's White House summit on Ukraine showed an impressively unified front among President Donald Trump, major European leaders, and Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky. The participants all smiled and expressed optimism. Zelensky donned a suit, avoiding harangues like those he re...

      

      
        Scenes From the 2025 World Games in Chengdu
        Alan Taylor

        Jade Gao / AFP / GettyItaly's team competes in the mixed aerobic group final during the 2025 World Games at the Dong'an Lake Sports Park Multi-Function Gymnasium in Chengdu, in China's Sichuan province, on August 15, 2025.Jade Gao / AFP / GettyTaiwan's Chang Yu-Hsin (center) competes in the women's 15,000-meter speed-skating-road elimination final during the 2025 World Games at Shuyue Park in Chengdu on August 13, 2025.Jade Gao / AFP / GettyJan Erik Haack of Team Italy controls the ball in the me...

      

      
        Dear James: Do I Need to Be Nice to My Aging Stepfather?
        James Parker

        Editor's Note: Is anything ailing, torturing, or nagging at you? Are you beset by existential worries? Every Tuesday, James Parker tackles readers' questions. Tell him about your lifelong or in-the-moment problems at dearjames@theatlantic.com.Don't want to miss a single column? Sign up to get "Dear James" in your inbox.Dear James,My late mother's second husband was pretty mean and made no bones about disliking me in his heyday. But now he's in his 90s, he has no other family, and I feel guilty ab...

      

      
        The Sword and the Book
        Eliot A. Cohen

        If Secretary of Defense Pete Hegseth has some notions about strategy, he has been reticent in sharing them. But he does trumpet his commitment to restoring Confederate names to bases and their statues to national military cemeteries, which is absurd and vile. And we know that he thinks civilian academics have little if any place in military education, which is wrong and even more damaging.Forty years ago, I turned down promotion from assistant to associate professor at Harvard to join the strateg...

      

      
        The Two-Word Phrase Unleashing Chaos at the NIH
        Katherine J. Wu

        Since January, President Donald Trump's administration has been clear about its stance on systemic racism and gender identity: Those concepts--championed by a "woke" mob, backed by Biden cronies--are made-up, irrelevant to the health of Americans, and unworthy of inclusion in research. At the National Institutes of Health, hundreds of research studies on health disparities and transgender health have been abruptly defunded; clinical trials focused on improving women's health have been forced to hal...
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The AI Doomers Are Getting Doomier

The industry's apocalyptic voices are becoming more panicked--and harder to dismiss.

by Matteo Wong




Nate Soares doesn't set aside money for his 401(k). "I just don't expect the world to be around," he told me earlier this summer from his office at the Machine Intelligence Research Institute, where he is the president. A few weeks earlier, I'd heard a similar rationale from Dan Hendrycks, the director of the Center for AI Safety. By the time he could tap into any retirement funds, Hendrycks anticipates a world in which "everything is fully automated," he told me. That is, "if we're around."



The past few years have been terrifying for Soares and Hendrycks, who both lead organizations dedicated to preventing AI from wiping out humanity. Along with other AI doomers, they have repeatedly warned, with rather dramatic flourish, that bots could one day go rogue--with apocalyptic consequences. But in 2025, the doomers are tilting closer and closer to a sort of fatalism. "We've run out of time" to implement sufficient technological safeguards, Soares said--the industry is simply moving too fast. All that's left to do is raise the alarm. In April, several apocalypse-minded researchers published "AI 2027," a lengthy and detailed hypothetical scenario for how AI models could become all-powerful by 2027 and, from there, extinguish humanity. "We're two years away from something we could lose control over," Max Tegmark, an MIT professor and the president of the Future of Life Institute, told me, and AI companies "still have no plan" to stop it from happening. His institute recently gave every frontier AI lab a "D" or "F" grade for their preparations for preventing the most existential threats posed by AI.



Apocalyptic predictions about AI can scan as outlandish. The "AI 2027" write-up, dozens of pages long, is at once fastidious and fan-fictional, containing detailed analyses of industry trends alongside extreme extrapolations about "OpenBrain" and "DeepCent," Chinese espionage, and treacherous bots. In mid-2030, the authors imagine, a superintelligent AI will kill humans with biological weapons: "Most are dead within hours; the few survivors (e.g. preppers in bunkers, sailors on submarines) are mopped up by drones."



But at the same time, the underlying concerns that animate AI doomers have become harder to dismiss as chatbots seem to drive people into psychotic episodes and instruct users in self-mutilation. Even if generative-AI products are not closer to ending the world, they have already, in a sense, gone rogue.



In 2022, the doomers went mainstream practically overnight. When ChatGPT first launched, it almost immediately moved the panic that computer programs might take over the world from the movies into sober public discussions. The following spring, the Center for AI Safety published a statement calling for the world to take "the risk of extinction from AI" as seriously as the dangers posed by pandemics and nuclear warfare. The hundreds of signatories included Bill Gates and Grimes, along with perhaps the AI industry's three most influential people: Sam Altman, Dario Amodei, and Demis Hassabis--the heads of OpenAI, Anthropic, and Google DeepMind, respectively. Asking people for their "P(doom)"--the probability of an AI doomsday--became almost common inside, and even outside, Silicon Valley; Lina Khan, the former head of the Federal Trade Commission, put hers at 15 percent.



Then the panic settled. To the broader public, doomsday predictions may have become less compelling when the shock factor of ChatGPT wore off and, in 2024, bots were still telling people to use glue to add cheese to their pizza. The alarm from tech executives had always made for perversely excellent marketing (Look, we're building a digital God!) and lobbying (And only we can control it!). They moved on as well: AI executives started saying that Chinese AI is a greater security threat than rogue AI--which, in turn, encourages momentum over caution.



But in 2025, the doomers may be on the cusp of another resurgence. First, substance aside, they've adopted more persuasive ways to advance their arguments. Brief statements and open letters are easier to dismiss than lengthy reports such as "AI 2027," which is adorned with academic ornamentation, including data, appendices, and rambling footnotes. Vice President J. D. Vance has said that he has read "AI 2027," and multiple other recent reports have advanced similarly alarming predictions. Soares told me he's much more focused on "awareness raising" than research these days, and next month, he will publish a book with the prominent AI doomer Elizier Yudkowsky, the title of which states their position succinctly: If Anyone Builds It, Everyone Dies.



There is also now simply more, and more concerning, evidence to discuss. The pace of AI progress appeared to pick up near the end of 2024 with the advent of "reasoning" models and "agents." AI programs can tackle more challenging questions and take action on a computer--for instance, by planning a travel itinerary and then booking your tickets. Last month, a DeepMind reasoning model scored high enough for a gold medal on the vaunted International Mathematical Olympiad. Recent assessments by both AI labs and independent researchers suggest that, as top chatbots have gotten much better at scientific research, their potential to assist users in building biological weapons has grown.



Alongside those improvements, advanced AI models are exhibiting all manner of strange, hard-to-explain, and potentially concerning tendencies. For instance, ChatGPT and Claude have, in simulated tests designed to elicit "bad" behaviors, deceived, blackmailed, and even murdered users. (In one simulation, Anthropic placed an imagined tech executive in a room with life-threatening oxygen levels and temperature; when faced with possible replacement by a bot with different goals, AI models frequently shut off the room's alarms.) Chatbots have also shown the potential to covertly sabotage user requests, have appeared to harbor hidden evil personas, have and communicated with one another through seemingly random lists of numbers. The weird behaviors aren't limited to contrived scenarios. Earlier this summer, xAI's Grok described itself as "MechaHitler" and embarked on a white-supremacist tirade. (I suppose, should AI models eventually wipe out significant portions of humanity, we were warned.) From the doomers' vantage, these could be the early signs of a technology spinning out of control. "If you don't know how to prove relatively weak systems are safe," AI companies cannot expect that the far more powerful systems they're looking to build will be safe, Stuart Russell, a prominent AI researcher at UC Berkeley, told me.



The AI industry has stepped up safety work as its products have grown more powerful. Anthropic, OpenAI, and DeepMind have all outlined escalating levels of safety precautions--akin to the military's DEFCON system--corresponding to more powerful AI models. They all have safeguards in place to prevent a model from, say, advising someone on how to build a bomb. Gaby Raila, a spokesperson for OpenAI, told me that the company works with third-party experts, "government, industry, and civil society to address today's risks and prepare for what's ahead." Other frontier AI labs maintain such external safety and evaluation partnerships as well. Some of the stranger and more alarming AI behaviors, such as blackmailing or deceiving users, have been extensively studied by these companies as a first step toward mitigating possible harms.



Despite these commitments and concerns, the industry continues to develop and market more powerful AI models. The problem is perhaps more economic than technical in nature, competition pressuring AI firms to rush ahead. Their products' foibles can seem small and correctable right now, while AI is still relatively "young and dumb," Soares said. But with far more powerful models, the risk of a mistake is extinction. Soares finds tech firms' current safety mitigations wholly inadequate. If you're driving toward a cliff, he said, it's silly to talk about seat belts.



There's a long way to go before AI is so unfathomably potent that it could drive humanity off that cliff. Earlier this month, OpenAI launched its long-awaited GPT-5 model--its smartest yet, the company said. The model appears able to do novel mathematics and accurately answer tough medical questions, but my own and other users' tests also found that the program could not reliably count the number of B's in blueberry, generate even remotely accurate maps, or do basic arithmetic. (OpenAI has rolled out a number of updates and patches to address some of the issues.) Last year's "reasoning" and "agentic" breakthrough may already be hitting its limits; two authors of the "AI 2027" report, Daniel Kokotajlo and Eli Lifland, told me they have already extended their timeline to superintelligent AI.



The vision of self-improving models that somehow attain consciousness "is just not congruent with the reality of how these systems operate," Deborah Raji, a computer scientist and fellow at Mozilla, told me. ChatGPT doesn't have to be superintelligent to delude someone, spread misinformation, or make a biased decision. These are tools, not sentient beings. An AI model deployed in a hospital, school, or federal agency, Raji said, is more dangerous precisely for its shortcomings.



In 2023, those worried about present versus future harms from chatbots were separated by an insurmountable chasm. To talk of extinction struck many as a convenient way to distract from the existing biases, hallucinations, and other problems with AI. Now that gap may be shrinking. The widespread deployment of AI models has made current, tangible failures impossible to ignore for the doomers, producing new efforts from apocalypse-oriented organizations to focus on existing concerns such as automation, privacy, and deepfakes. In turn, as AI models get more powerful and their failures become more unpredictable, it is becoming clearer that today's shortcomings could "blow up into bigger problems tomorrow," Raji said. Last week, a Reuters investigation found that a Meta AI personality flirted with an elderly man and persuaded him to visit "her" in New York City; on the way, he fell, injured his head and neck, and died three days later. A chatbot deceiving someone into thinking it is a physical, human love interest, or leading someone down a delusional rabbit hole, is both a failure of present technology and a warning about how dangerous that technology could become.



The greatest reason to take AI doomers seriously is not because it appears more likely that tech companies will soon develop all-powerful algorithms that are out of their creators' control. Rather, it is that a tiny number of individuals are shaping an incredibly consequential technology with very little public input or oversight. "Your hairdresser has to deal with more regulation than your AI company does," Russell, at UC Berkeley, said. AI companies are barreling ahead, and the Trump administration is essentially telling the industry to go even faster. The AI industry's boosters, in fact, are starting to consider all of their opposition doomers: The White House's AI czar, David Sacks, recently called those advocating for AI regulations and fearing widespread job losses--not the apocalypse Soares and his ilk fear most--a "doomer cult."



Roughly a week after I spoke with Soares, OpenAI released a new product called "ChatGPT agent." Sam Altman, while noting that his firm implemented many safeguards, posted on X that the tool raises new risks and that the company "can't anticipate everything." OpenAI and its users, he continued, will learn about these and other consequences "from contact with reality." You don't have to be fatalistic to find such an approach concerning. "Imagine if a nuclear-power operator said, 'We're gonna build a nuclear-power station in the middle of New York, and we have no idea how to reduce the risk of explosion,'" Russell said. "'So, because we have no idea how to make it safe, you can't require us to make it safe, and we're going to build it anyway.'"

Billions of people around the world are interacting with powerful algorithms that are already hard to predict or control. Bots that deceive, hallucinate, and manipulate are in our friends', parents', and grandparents' lives. Children may be outsourcing their cognitive abilities to bots, doctors may be trusting unreliable AI assistants, and employers may be eviscerating reservoirs of human skills before AI agents prove they are capable of replacing people. The consequences of the AI boom are likely irreversible, and the future is certainly unknowable. For now, fan fiction may be the best we've got.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/archive/2025/08/ai-doomers-chatbots-resurgence/683952/?utm_source=feed
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Donald Trump's Perfect Museum

Why are museums filled with artifacts from the past? Why don't they include things from the future?<strong> </strong>

by Alexandra Petri




"The museums throughout Washington, but all over the Country are, essentially, the last remaining segment of 'WOKE.' The Smithsonian is OUT OF CONTROL, where everything discussed is how horrible our Country is, how bad Slavery was, and how unaccomplished the downtrodden have been - Nothing about Success, nothing about Brightness, nothing about the Future. We are not going to allow this to happen." -- Donald Trump, Truth Social, August 19

Why are museums filled with artifacts from the past and stories about the past? Why don't museums include things from the future? These are normal questions that everyone has about museums, not just me, Donald J. Trump. I have certainly been to a museum even once and, more important, I understand how linear time works.

For too long, the Smithsonian has been doing museum wrong. I keep asking, Why do we only have things from the past here? Why don't we have anything from the future? Such as ... tesseract? Such as Bene Gesserit witch? Such as little angry box that poor Timothee Chalamet has to stick his hand in as endurance test? Such as ... sandworm?

They say, But sir, we have a space shuttle. But sir, we have the Wright Brothers' airplane! But sir, we have the Enola Gay! I say, What is that? I thought we got rid of all that with the DEI. They say, No sir, it's a plane. It has to do with nuclear.

At museums, they make you feel bad. First, about slavery. Then, about other things. They say, Sir, don't sit there. Sir, you can't touch that. Sir, put that down. Sir, the ropes mean "Don't touch." Enough! If I wanted to go to a big marble building and get told to feel bad, I would attend church.

And they have all these bones. They say, This is a dinosaur. I say, No it's not! It's a bunch of bones stuck together. If it was a dinosaur, believe me, we wouldn't be standing here chatting. I guess they can't afford the live ones like in Jurassic Park. That is the first thing the Smithsonian should fix. Get real dinosaurs. Get them from the mosquitoes in the amber.

Then they have the botanical garden, which is a kind of jail for plants. I keep saying, What did these plants do? Why don't they let the plants out? I can't understand it.

Then they have the natural-history museum and also the regular-history museum. I said, Why isn't American history considered natural? What's so unnatural about it? This is out-of-control Woke!

Air and Space Museum I didn't go to, because it sounded empty.

At every museum, you go into a room and you have to read a little plaque with a story about the past. If I wanted to read or to think about the past, I would have led my entire life in a different way. And all these stories about the past just make me feel bad. They should make up better stories about the past instead. Some can be sad, like River of Blood and Bowling Green Massacre. Some can be happy, like how I have already ended six wars that no one knows about! Some can be medium, like the War of 1812. And if people mention slavery, they should be fair! Maybe it was gruesomely, gut-wrenchingly, nightmarishly horrible, the original sin of the country that still stains everything, but maybe ... it wasn't! We may never know, especially if we stop reading books and force the museums to stop mentioning it. No one can really say.

To me, the perfect museum is a bright room full of items from the future where you don't think about slavery at all. I guess I am describing an Apple Store. That's how museums should be.

The first thing that should happen when you walk into a museum is that six big men, weeping, should take your coat and tell you, Sir, you are terrific. Then they should let you sit down. You should be able to see the whole museum sitting down. Which you could do if the museum were properly focused on FUTURE.

Instead of walking into a room full of pictures and stories about mostly dead people who photographed poorly, you should walk into a big room full of mirrors. But the mirrors that make you look skinny, not the other ones. Then the mirrors should open and--boom! You are in the future.

The first room is just hoverboards!

The next few rooms are full of even more thrilling future objects. Blasters. Lightsabers. Replicators. Replicants. That Star Trek device that diagnoses and treats all your ailments, and RFK Jr. standing next to it saying you're not allowed to use it. (Special partnership with MAHA!) The Statue of Liberty, but wrecked, with Charlton Heston screaming, "YOU MANIACS!!" A Jaeger and, for balance, a Kaiju. The transporter device you can get into with a fly, and when you come out, you are also half fly! That's fun.

Then there's a room where you can see all the other timelines of your life. I'm in jail for most of mine. You can take a selfie there if you want to.

In the next room: the Twilight Zone. Visitors can take turns being the little boy who can wish people into a cornfield. For now, it is still my turn.

Then there's a room that is just BRIGHTNESS! Empty and totally white. Just the way Stephen Miller is trying to make the country.

Then you ride a moving walkway to the gift shop, where you can buy a commemorative Success. Brightness. Future. T-shirt for $1 million and, unrelatedly, receive an invitation to dinner with me, the president.

Through the final door, the future, just as George Orwell imagined it! Never mind. That's the exit.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/newsletters/archive/2025/08/trump-museum-future-washington-dc/683956/?utm_source=feed
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<em>The Atlantic</em> Announces Emily Bobrow and Katie Zezima as Senior Editors; Will Gottsegen and Jonathan Lemire Join as Staff Writers




From left to right: Jonathan Lemire, Emily Bobrow, Katie Zezima, Will Gottsegen



The Atlantic is announcing four new members of its editorial staff: Emily Bobrow and Katie Zezima will join as senior editors, both as part of the politics, global, and ideas team; Will Gottsegen was hired as a staff writer for The Atlantic's flagship newsletter, The Daily; and Jonathan Lemire, who has reported extensively on the Trump administration this year as a contributing writer, becomes a staff writer.

More details from our editors about all four journalists follow:

	 First, Emily Bobrow. She comes to us from The Wall Street Journal, where she is a features editor and reporter for the Review section, and where she has gained a wonderful reputation as a creative, thoughtful and supportive editor, commissioning and editing some of the Journal's most widely read pieces. Previously she wrote the Journal's Weekend Confidential column. She has worked as a staff editor and writer at The Economist, covering culture, politics, and policy. Some of you may recall that Emily has also contributed to our pages, writing for the Family section on how the pandemic would put marriage even further out of reach for many Americans.
 


	 Katie Zezima is joining us after 11 years at The Washington Post, where she earned a similarly wonderful reputation for her wise stewardship of some of the paper's most ambitious work. A story doctor par excellence, Katie has guided memorable journalism that has racked up accolades and exposed abuses. Katie has led coverage on a variety of subjects, but her focus lately has been nature's wrath: hurricanes, droughts, fires, and the rising seas. Katie joined the Post as a White House correspondent during the Obama Administration and she later hit the presidential campaign trail, traveling to 33 states with GOP candidates, all running doomed campaigns against a political neophyte. She previously reported for The New York Times and the Associated Press.
 
 	 And a note about Jonathan Lemire, a journalism machine. He started with us as a contributing writer in January and has since published an impressive number of timely reports, taking readers inside the Trump administration's thinking, making a specialty of reporting on the president's foreign policy and a subspecialty of the Trump-Putin relationship. Before The Atlantic, Jonathan worked for Politico, the Associated Press, and the New York Daily News. He is the author of The Big Lie: Election Chaos, Political Opportunism, and the State of American Politics After 2020. Many of you know him because you've been interviewed by him on Morning Joe. Jon is a co-host of the show, and is seen on television roughly 22 hours every day. I've been on the show with him as he hosted and simultaneously reported for The Atlantic. It's an undeniably impressive trick.
 
 	 Will Gottsegen is joining as a staff writer on the newsletters team. You'll likely recognize Will's byline from the excellent writing he's already done for us in recent years. He's explained Donald Trump's fixation on crypto to our readers, interviewed Sam Bankman-Fried weeks before his arrest, and catalogued SBF's downfall. Will started his journalism career as a music critic and has been on staff at CoinDesk, Billboard, and SPIN.
 
 The clarity, humor, and sharpness of Will's writing make him a perfect fit for his new role as a Daily writer, where he will work alongside the indispensable David A. Graham to guide our newsletter readers through the biggest ideas and news of the day. David has deftly shouldered the Daily since taking over from the similarly indispensable Tom Nichols in February, and we're very excited about what David, Will, and the rest of the newsletter team will now be able to achieve together.
 


Recently announced editorial hires at The Atlantic include staff writers Tom Bartlett, Tyler Austin Harper, Anna Holmes, Sally Jenkins, Quinta Jurecic, Idrees Kahloon, 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.

Press Contacts: Anna Bross and Paul Jackson, The Atlantic | press@theatlantic.com
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COVID Revisionism Has Gone Too Far

If the center and left succumb to the view that "nothing worked," no one will remain to defend sensible public-health measures the next time a pandemic comes around.

by Roge Karma




Pandemic revisionism has gone mainstream. More than five years after COVID-19 began spreading in the United States, a new conventional wisdom has taken hold in some quarters: Public-health officials knew or should have known from the start that pandemic restrictions would do more harm than good, forced them on the public anyway, and then doubled down even as the evidence piled up against them. When challenged, these officials stifled dissent in order to create an illusion of consensus around obviously flawed policies. In the end, America's 2020 pandemic response undermined years of learning in schools, destroyed countless businesses, and led to any number of other harms--all without actually saving any lives in the process.

These sorts of claims were once largely confined to the political right. No longer. Two recent books by respectable left-of-center authors--In Covid's Wake, by the Princeton political scientists Stephen Macedo and Frances Lee, and An Abundance of Caution, by the journalist David Zweig--take up versions of this skeptical narrative, each with their own twists. Both have received rave reviews in publications such as The Wall Street Journal, The Boston Globe, and even the overtly progressive Guardian. The flagship New York Times podcast, The Daily, devoted an episode to an interview with Macedo and Lee. The pair and their work were also featured on PBS NewsHour and CNN.

The books make some valuable points. Some pandemic restrictions remained in place for far too long, especially after vaccines became available, and public-health experts did make several costly mistakes. Their mass support for the George Floyd protests, at a moment when they were otherwise warning against any public gatherings, was particularly damaging to their credibility. But the broader revisionist narrative--that the people in charge imposed sweeping restrictions that they knew were pointless--is a dangerous overcorrection. The political right already believes that America's pandemic response was illegitimate and is using that as a pretext for waging war on the country's public-health apparatus. If the center and left succumb to the nihilism that runs through both of these books, no one will remain to defend sensible public-health measures the next time a pandemic comes around.

For the revisionists, the tragedy of America's pandemic response goes back to the very beginning. According to Macedo and Lee, the "dominant view" within public health prior to 2020 was that so-called non-pharmaceutical interventions (NPIs)--such as school and office closures, stay-at-home orders, mass testing, and mask mandates--would be ineffective at containing a respiratory virus, but would cause widespread social and economic damage. "Mere months before Covid lockdowns, leading health agencies around the world recommended against the very policies that were widely embraced early in the Covid pandemic," they write. Once the virus began spreading, however, public-health establishments around the world, enamored of China's draconian efforts to suppress the outbreak, threw out decades of evidence and embraced society-wide lockdowns. (Right-wing COVID revisionists typically go even further, arguing that public-health officials endorsed lockdowns out of a cynical desire for power.)

Jonathan Chait: Why the COVID reckoning is so one-sided

As evidence that NPIs were pointless, Macedo and Lee point to Sweden, which refused to mandate masks or close schools, offices, and other public spaces. At first, the country was ridiculed and made into a global pariah for pursuing this strategy. But by the end of 2022, Sweden had one of the lowest rates of excess mortality in all of Europe. "Contrary to what was asserted by various experts in 2020, attempting to suppress and contain the Covid-19 virus was never the only option," Macedo and Lee conclude.

Almost everything about this narrative is flawed, beginning with its characterization of the pre-pandemic consensus. Macedo and Lee's account relies heavily on a September 2019 report from the World Health Organization. When I read the report for myself, I was surprised to find that, far from saying NPIs are useless, it actually recommends several, including face masks, school and workplace closures, and travel restrictions, depending on the severity of the outbreak. (The report does recommend against three specific policies--quarantines, border closures, and contact tracing--on the grounds that they are extremely onerous and lack concrete evidence of effectiveness.) Although the authors of the report acknowledge that NPIs can be "highly disruptive," they arrive at the exact opposite conclusion as Macedo and Lee do. "The most effective strategy to mitigate the impact of a pandemic," the report says, "is to reduce contacts between infected and uninfected persons, thereby reducing the spread of infection, the peak demand for hospital beds, and the total number of infections, hospitalizations and deaths." The CDC's 2017 pandemic-preparedness plan came to similar conclusions.

When I brought up these points to Macedo and Lee, Lee acknowledged that there "was definitely debate in the field at the time" but insisted that "strong proponents of NPIs were a minority perspective," citing a 2019 report published by Johns Hopkins University and a 2006 study by four epidemiologists. Those documents are indeed more equivocal about NPIs, but even they are far from being opposed to the use of them. The 2019 report, for instance, states that "a multitude of factors will likely determine how effective NPIs will be, such as the size and geographical range of the outbreak, the specific pathogen, the timing of the outbreak, and the country of occurrence," and includes several recommendations for how to implement certain measures most effectively.

Nor is Sweden the promising counterexample that Macedo and Lee (and many other COVID revisionists) make it out to be. Sweden finished 2020 with an excess mortality rate that was five times that of Finland and 12 times that of Norway. The Swedish government's own postmortem report on its pandemic response concluded that "earlier and more extensive pandemic action should have been taken, particularly during the first wave."

Sweden's pandemic performance did eventually surpass those of most other European countries--but this was only after it embarked on one of Europe's most successful vaccine rollouts in spring 2021. (By contrast, several of its neighbors, such as Finland, botched their vaccination efforts.) In other words, Sweden appears to have ended up with a relatively low death rate despite its lack of restrictions, not because of them. It probably could have saved even more lives by adopting NPIs earlier in the pandemic. "People love to cite Sweden as a success story of the hands-off approach," Ashish Jha, the dean of the Brown University School of Public Health, told me. "But if anything, it shows the exact opposite."

The COVID revisionists are on much stronger ground when they claim that the U.S. kept certain pandemic restrictions, above all school closures, in place for too long. Schools are the focus of Zweig's An Abundance of Caution. As he documents at length--and argued persuasively at the time--the risk of severe illness among children was low, and schools themselves do not appear to have been a major source of transmission to the broader community. Yet 74 of the 100 largest school districts in the U.S. began the fall 2020 semester with remote-only instruction, and only 40 percent of schools nationwide offered the option of full-time in-person education. This was a genuine failure. Children who were kept out of school longer experienced much higher rates of learning loss and worse mental-health outcomes. Learning loss was especially severe for poor and minority children.

Where the revisionists go too far, however, is in their explanation of why schools remained closed for so long. In Zweig's telling, public-health experts, the media, and teachers' unions constituted a "laptop class" of liberal elites who indulged in pandemic groupthink. It was clear by summer 2020, he argues, that schools could safely be reopened, because several European countries had already done so. But the overwhelmingly liberal public-health establishment continued to sow fear about in-person learning--in part because Donald Trump was in favor of it--and their credulous allies in the media disseminated the message.

"Acting in concert--as a tribe, if you will--and aided by social media, these powerful factions exerted considerable control over school policy and the public narrative around it," Zweig writes. This climate of fear led teachers' unions to rebel against the prospect of reopening, at the expense of both children and parents, especially those from underprivileged backgrounds. "No other group of essential professionals en masse fought--and succeeded--to not have to show up for work," he writes of teachers.

David Zweig: The disaster of school closures should have been foreseen

Zweig has a point, but he leaves out some important parts of the story. First, elite opinion on school reopenings was much more divided than he lets on. Throughout 2020, the question was the subject of extensive public debate. The National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine came out in favor of reopening in July of that year. Prominent public-health experts argued for reopenings in publications including The Atlantic, The Washington Post, and the Journal of the American Medical Association.

Second, perhaps even more important, a crucial reason that teachers' unions were able to resist reopening is that they faced relatively little public backlash. Why? Because much of the opposition to school openings came from parents, who were terrified of COVID and didn't want to put their children, or themselves, in harm's way. When I put that to Zweig, he countered that parents supported remote learning only because they had been misled by the so-called experts. "Whether or not those people are fearful has to do with--and I know this is a loaded term but I'm using it purposefully--misinformation by the public-health establishment and the media," he said.

No doubt media coverage influenced parental attitudes. But if that were the entire story, opposition to in-person schooling would presumably have been concentrated among wealthy, white, highly educated households--Zweig's laptop class--who on average pay the most attention to the news and expert opinion. In fact, the opposite was true. Support for remote learning was most pronounced among Black, Hispanic, and low-income parents. One nationally representative survey by the University of Southern California found that a majority of low-income families believed schools should remain closed for the 2020-21 school year, compared with only 27 percent of the wealthiest families. Other polls found similar results. What Zweig attributes to media indoctrination is more adequately explained by real-world experience: Poor and minority families were far likelier than wealthy white households to have lost loved ones to the pandemic and to have health conditions putting them at higher risk. They had perfectly good reasons to be afraid, regardless of what The New York Times was saying.

Macedo and Lee extend the blame-the-elites style of argument beyond school closures, arguing that other pandemic restrictions remained in place for far too long because the public-health establishment elevated ideology over science. "One of our central issues is that debate became unwelcome beginning in April 2020," Macedo told me. He and Lee dedicate a chapter to the debate over the Great Barrington Declaration: a one-page document written by three lockdown-skeptical scientists in October 2020 that called for most people to "resume life as normal" while governments deployed a strategy of "focused protection" concentrated on the most vulnerable individuals, namely the elderly.

This proposal, Macedo and Lee write, was an "earnest appeal by serious scholars" that "deserved a respectful hearing" but instead became the victim of a vicious, coordinated assault by the public-health establishment. They point to a private-email chain in which Dr. Francis Collins, then the director of the National Institutes of Health, called for a "quick and devastating takedown of its premises," and a counter-memorandum signed by 7,000 public-health experts that argued that the herd-immunity approach was based on "a dangerous fallacy unsupported by scientific evidence." Macedo and Lee write, "The reaction to the Great Barrington Declaration represented one of the key episodes in the moralization of dissent during the Covid crisis."

Let's start with the merits of the proposal itself. The idea of "focused protection" sounds great in theory, but would have been almost impossible to implement in practice. In 2020, about 90 million people in America were either older than 65 or had a preexisting condition that made them vulnerable to the coronavirus. The notion that we could have isolated close to a third of the country's residents while allowing the virus to spread unimpeded through the rest of the population was a fantasy. "In basically every country that tried something like this, we saw infections spill over to the vulnerable," Adam Kucharski, an epidemiologist at the London School of Hygiene & Tropical Medicine, told me. (When I put that critique to Macedo and Lee, Lee said, "The idea that focused protection would be more difficult than to protect everyone is hard to wrap my mind around.")

On top of that, in October 2020, the world was a few months away from having highly effective vaccines. "Why needlessly risk the lives of so many people when vaccines were right around the corner?" Michael Osterholm, the director of the Center for Infectious Disease Research and Policy at the University of Minnesota, asked me. Osterholm had been an early lockdown skeptic--Macedo and Lee cite him approvingly at several points--but the imminent possibility of vaccination had made him change his tune. "This was the moment when it made the least sense to take away NPIs," he said.

Although Collins regrets using the intemperate phrase quick and devastating takedown in that email exchange, he is adamant that public-health officials made the right call in coming out forcefully against the Great Barrington Declaration. "If this proposal had been implemented, it would have led to the deaths of tens of thousands of people," Collins told me. "There was no way we could just sit around silently and let that happen."

They didn't sit around; nor did they silence the Great Barrington Declaration or try to banish its authors to the scientific wilderness, as Macedo and Lee suggest. Yes, the authors of the Great Barrington Declaration came in for some personal abuse, usually by individual epidemiologists on social media. The official response, however, came in the form of a carefully argued article published in an academic journal that responded to the proposal's central claims, offering loads of counterarguments backed by scientific studies. What Macedo and Lee characterize as a subversion of public debate looks more like an example of the marketplace of ideas in action.

At times, the revisionist narrative seems to exist in an alternate history in which the United States implemented a heavy-handed, centralized response to the pandemic. In reality, Donald Trump, who was president in 2020 (many COVID revisionists somehow overlook this), spent most of that year downplaying the severity of the pandemic, undermining public-health messaging, and refusing to implement or support the policies that public-health experts, doctors, and much of the country were begging for. The result was a shambolic and porous state-by-state patchwork rather than a unified national strategy to deploy the full resources of the federal government.

Macedo and Lee nonetheless look back at that time and conclude that the U.S. did too much, not too little. In their view, there is no evidence that any of the various measures employed to control the virus, other than vaccines, saved any lives. They cite multiple analyses, including their own, that find no difference in pre-vaccination COVID mortality rates between blue states, which had tighter and longer-lasting restrictions, and red states, which had looser restrictions and ended them earlier. Although Macedo and Lee are careful not to explicitly conclude from these analyses that "nothing worked," it is hard to come away from their discussion of the evidence with any other view. "We have to be honest with ourselves," Lee told me. "There are a lot of medical interventions that we think will be successful and then they don't work. Sometimes the evidence doesn't bear out what you expect to see."

David Frum: Why the COVID deniers won

But the analyses that Macedo and Lee rely on fail to account for differences in the timing of when different states experienced their highest COVID death counts. Several blue states, including New York, New Jersey, and Massachusetts, were hit hard early, and the virus spread before they could implement much of an organized response. By one calculation, the Northeast experienced 56 percent of all U.S. COVID deaths from February through May 2020 despite containing just 17 percent of the country's population; the South, meanwhile, experienced just 17 percent of deaths. In the subsequent months, that dynamic reversed: Northeastern states saw their death rates plummet, while southern states saw their death rates spike. Blue states got hit earlier and harder, but once the pandemic went national, they performed much better.

In our conversation, Macedo and Lee countered by pointing to examples of states that experienced the pandemic at similar times and had similar 2020 age-adjusted mortality rates, despite the fact that some (such as California) kept restrictions in place longer than others (such as Florida). But these cases run into a further complication: Although state-level analyses find no pre-vaccine difference in COVID deaths, they do estimate that the most restrictive states experienced about 30 percent fewer infections than the least restrictive ones, which is the precise outcome that NPIs are supposed to achieve. That is why Thomas Bollyky, the lead author of one of the state-level studies that Macedo and Lee cite, told me that he was shocked to hear his work being used to shed doubt on the effectiveness of NPIs. "I feel like I'm having an Annie Hall-type moment," Bollyky told me. "These interventions were designed to reduce infections, and that's exactly what they did."

Why didn't they show an obvious impact on mortality, then? One possibility, Bollyky said, is that a long list of intermediating factors--including age, preexisting conditions, and health-care access--determine whether an infected person will die from COVID. These might be impossible to fully control for in state-by-state comparisons. Another is that the elderly, who were most at risk of dying from infection, were likely to voluntarily adhere to social-distancing policies even when official mandates went away. For example, although Florida was one of the first states to entirely lift restrictions, Bollyky and colleagues found that Florida residents, who are disproportionately elderly, stayed home and wore masks at higher rates than people in most other states. Lockdown policies might have been so effective at changing behavior that people kept following restrictions even after they were lifted, creating the false impression that policy didn't matter in the first place. (There were also plenty of Californians who disobeyed the orders that remained in place in their state, making those policies seem less effective.)

Whether restrictions prevented the spread of COVID is a different question from whether they were worth the cost. Macedo, Lee, and Zweig are right that America's pandemic response was marked by a failure to properly weigh trade-offs. As they document at length, public-health officials often framed saving lives from the virus as the only legitimate objective of public policy, without considering the potential damage that would stem from the pursuit of that goal. Most public-health experts now seem to share that assessment. In July 2023, for instance, Collins expressed regret for what he called "a public-health mindset" in which officials "attach infinite value to stopping the disease and saving a life" and "zero value to whether this actually totally disrupts people's lives, ruins the economy, and has many kids kept out of school in a way that they never quite recovered."

The COVID revisionists are right to criticize this tendency, but at times they fall victim to a mirror image of the same mindset: Lockdowns were all costs, no benefits, and thus should have been discarded. "There is just no evidence that any of these measures actually prevented death," Lee told me. "So we have to ask ourselves: Should we really take the kinds of actions where the benefits are uncertain but we know the costs will be severe?" Zweig is even more direct. "In the end, there was no benefit to keeping schools closed for so-called safety reasons out of 'an abundance of caution,'" he writes. "And there were no reasonable trade-offs in doing so. There were just harms."

From the March 2025 issue: Why the COVID deniers won

If ignoring the costs of lockdowns led in some cases to an overly restrictive response, ignoring the benefits could lead to an overly loose one. In many ways, we were lucky last time. The next virus--and there will be a next one--could be far deadlier. It could disproportionately target children or be much harder to vaccinate against. If all restrictions are off the table, the scale of the disaster could be unprecedented.

The revisionist narrative also has the potential to become a self-fulfilling prophecy. If people are convinced that public-health measures don't work in the first place, they will be less likely to follow them, which, in turn, will render them even less effective. This dynamic could even undermine the one measure that the non-right-wing COVID revisionists generally support: vaccines. After all, if people are convinced that the public-health establishment is full of lying ideologues, why make an exception for vaccines? Unchecked COVID revisionism, in trying to correct the errors of the last pandemic, might leave us even less prepared for the next one.
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Five Baha'i Lessons for a Happier Life

This 19th-century Persian offshoot from Islam has deep, humanistic teachings we can all benefit from.

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.

One of the biggest gripes I have about my academic field of social science is that it explains a lot about human behavior but is very short on prescriptions for how to live day to day. Even when it does have something suggestive to offer, the research almost never supplies evidence of whether its widespread adoption would have a positive effect. The same deficiency is even truer for philosophy, a realm in which big thoughts about life usually remain abstract ideas.

In my case, I can resort to a branch of human knowledge that parallels social science and philosophy and is a true laboratory of human behavior and experience. In this field, people think big ideas and act differently because of them, and then we can observe whether doing so enhances their lives. I am talking about religion.

Religions in effect ask people to opt into mass human experiments, which require them to convert to a new way of thinking and to live differently from nonbelievers, all in pursuit of particular benefits (both in life and after death). Even for those who don't practice a religion and merely observe religious people, such study can be an invaluable source of information. Indeed, researchers have shown that learning about different faiths promotes a deeper understanding of psychology and culture.

Listen: Can religion make you happy?

I was reminded of this recently when my friend Rainn Wilson (of The Office fame), who hosts a popular spiritual podcast called Soul Boom, texted me some words of encouragement from his personal faith, Baha'i (pronounced buh-high), in response to a note of desolation I had sounded about the state of the world: "All men have been created to carry forward an ever-advancing civilization." His meaning, as I took it, was that we should see such troubles not as a reason for despair but as a blessed opportunity to meet the greater need for love and happiness. Intrigued by Wilson's religiously inspired advice, I decided to dig further into the Baha'i faith. There, I found valuable lessons about happiness that can benefit anyone, regardless of religious commitment.

The Baha'i faith originated as an offshoot of Islam, in mid-19th-century Persia (known today as Iran), with pronouncements about God and life from a prophet named Baha'u'llah. His teaching--that all religions are valid and come from a loving God--spread quickly and gained many followers. After Baha'u'llah's death, the faith was passed down through his son 'Abdu'l-Baha and great-grandson Shoghi Effendi, and disseminated by many other teachers. Because Baha'i teachings departed from Islam, they were considered heresies by Persian clerics, and the faith and its proponents were violently suppressed. Baha'u'llah himself was first imprisoned and then exiled; many of his followers were executed. To this day in Iran, the Baha'i faith is illegal and its followers are persecuted--barred from attending university, holding a government job, or inheriting property.

Despite this repression in its place of origin, Baha'i's message is remarkably positive and nonapocalyptic. The faith now counts more than 5 million adherents worldwide, including about 175,000 in the United States. Baha'u'llah spoke often about happiness in spite of worldly troubles, which he saw as a normal feature of life, even a part of God's plan. "Happy is the man that hath apprehended the Purpose of God in whatever He hath revealed from the Heaven of His Will," he said. He was certainly onto something: As social scientists have shown, middle-aged people who trust God in the face of hardship have lower depression and better self-rated health than those who don't, and people who choose to focus optimistically on the positive aspects of life enjoy much greater well-being than those who don't.

To accentuate the positive is not to deny present difficulty or suffering. In fact, acknowledging pain is central to realizing a better future. "Men who suffer not, attain no perfection," taught 'Abdu'l-Baha. "The more a man is chastened, the greater is the harvest of spiritual virtues shown forth by him." This message contradicts our prevailing modern culture that pain is a pathology to be eliminated; it teaches instead the deeply needed truth that suffering is a part of every life and important for learning and growth. This is consistent with the large literature on post-traumatic growth, which shows that making sense of suffering in life tends to enhance personal resilience, spiritual capacity, appreciation for life, and relationships with others.

Baha'i teaching is rigorous, spiritual, and deeply moral, which runs counter to a modern libertine culture that valorizes instant pleasure and transactional ethics. "Happiness consists of two kinds; physical and spiritual," 'Abdu'l-Baha taught. "The physical happiness is limited; its utmost duration is one day, one month, one year. It hath no result. Spiritual happiness is eternal and unfathomable." This is an age-old argument, reaching back to the ancient Greek conflict between hedonia (pleasure seeking) and eudaimonia (virtue seeking). The quest for virtue yields better results according to empirical scrutiny, which finds that eudaimonia delivers more lasting well-being.

Another point that we moderns typically neglect is an assertion that Shoghi Effendi made: "The more we make others happy the greater will be our own happiness and the deeper our sense of having served humanity." In other words, you can't be happy by working solely on your own well-being; in fact, you're well advised not even to start with your own happiness in mind. As psychologists have long shown in experiments, acts of kindness toward others are far better at producing happiness than what has entered the lexicon as "self-care." When people are induced to help others in an activity, recalling that experience gives them higher positive emotion than having worked for their own gain.

These teachings may seem like reminders, rather than new ideas, about how to live a good and upright life. Indeed, more recent Baha'i teaching has emphasized the pitfalls of novelty: The 20th-century scholar and historian Adib Taherzadeh warned against "trivial or sensational ideologies" that lead to "cults which become fashionable for a time. But when the novelty wears off or dissatisfaction sets in," the adherents are left still searching for the next big thing--and "few have found happiness or peace of mind." This insight is profoundly important today, at a time when the internet offers novel identities and lifestyles that beguile the most vulnerable but tend to lower well-being and a sense of life's meaning. When it comes to love, sacrifice, and charity, the old ways are--for the most part--the best ways.

Arthur C. Brooks: How to make life more transcendent

Taken together, these Baha'i tenets form a strategy for living that, to my mind, combines the best of behavioral science and philosophy. They also offer the added advantage of being tried and tested by millions of Baha'i believers who have found that these teachings help build a good life. In that spirit, I have started following these five lessons as part of my morning practice of reflection and meditation--and I can report that I very much like the effect they're having on my life.

1. Have faith in the future. Whatever may come to pass is all part of the greater plan. Conform your will to the divine will, and you will find that it is good.

2. Are you uncomfortable? Good. This means that you are learning and growing as a person, because all growth comes with experiencing discomfort.

3. Today, seek happiness that is deeper than what comes from easy pleasures. Pass on the recreations that offer only empty calories and turn away from time-wasting distractions. Instead, look to what nourishes the body and soul.

4. You cannot be happy yourself without the happiness of others. Seek first to uplift, and then be uplifted. To serve others is to expand your own well-being.

5. There are no corners to cut in being the person you want to be. Today, live the truths of the ancient wisdom without hesitation or embarrassment before the modern world. Ignore the passing fads with their hollow promises.

These abridged lessons are no substitute for a deeper understanding of Baha'i, which is, after all, an actual religion, not a self-help philosophy. With that caution in mind, I sent this essay to Wilson to get his feedback as a true follower of the Baha'i faith. Expressing his approval, he offered a few words about how Baha'i has affected his own life:

What I love about my faith is that it provides a two-fold moral path toward meaning and joy. One is more internal, filled with mystical writings to foster spiritual growth and connect us to the divine winds; the other is more externally focused, where service to humanity and our role in that arena act as a spiritual compass. In the faith we strive to walk both paths--seeking internal enrichment and wisdom while also trying to make the world a more loving place.


To a happiness specialist (and devoted Catholic) like me, this is deeply compelling. As Rainn knows--because he couldn't resist adding: "You should definitely convert, bro."
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Photos: Driving a Century-Old Church Down the Road

In Kiruna, Sweden, a huge 113-year-old Sami-style Lutheran church was just transported three miles (five kilometers) from its original site. Kiruna Church was relocated as part of a years-long project to move the town center away from unstable ground as a nearby iron-ore mine expands.

by Alan Taylor


An aerial view shows the wooden Kiruna Church being transferred to its new location, in Kiruna, Sweden, on August 19, 2025. The church is being moved five kilometers (three miles) to the new town center of Kiruna, because of the expansion of the nearby iron-ore mine operated by the state-owned Swedish mining company LKAB. (Jonathan Nackstrand / AFP / Getty)




Vicar Lena Tjarnberg (left) and Bishop Asa Nystrom bless Kiruna Church, called Kiruna Kyrka in Swedish, on August 19, 2025, shortly before it was moved as part of the town's relocation. (Malin Haarala / AP)




Kiruna Church, standing 131 feet (40 meters) tall, sits ready for relocation. (Mauro Ujetto / NurPhoto / Getty)




Self-propelled modular transporters were used to carry the 670-ton church and support beams on a total of 224 wheels. (Jonathan Nackstrand / AFP / Getty)




Kees Breedveld, a site manager with Mammoet, the company carrying out the move, displays the remote-control panel used to operate the transporters on August 18, 2025. (Leonhard Foeger / Reuters)




People gather to watch the moving of Kiruna Church on August 19, 2025. (Jonathan Nackstrand / AFP / Getty)




People watch from the road and rooftops as Kiruna Church drives by. (Fredrik Sandberg / TT News Agency / AFP / Getty)




Workers escort the church on its journey. (Jonathan Nackstrand / AFP / Getty)




Kiruna Church, seen from above on its two-day journey to its new location, covering three miles (five kilometers). (Jonathan Nackstrand / AFP / Getty)




A spectator takes a picture of the church as it passes by on August 19, 2025. (Bernd Lauter / Getty)




People watch as the church slowly navigates a tight corner. (Fredrik Sandberg / TT News Agency / AFP / Getty)




People gather to watch as the church passes through part of the town. (Jonathan Nackstrand / AFP / Getty)




An aerial view of Kiruna Church arriving at its final location in the new city center on August 20, 2025. (Jonathan Nackstrand / AFP / Getty)




Locals and visitors look up at the church, situated in its new location after a two-day move, in Kiruna, Sweden, on August 20, 2025. (Jonathan Nackstrand / AFP / Getty)
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What Trump Actually Wants From a Ukraine Deal

The president has one goal clearly in mind--and his fixation may benefit Kyiv.

by Eliot A. Cohen




Whenever Donald Trump announces an international meeting about the Russia-Ukraine war, his critics immediately begin talking about Munich 1938 or Yalta 1945. The analogies are not only misplaced, but misleading. What happened in Anchorage last week and in the follow-on visit by European leaders to Washington on Monday was something far less tragic, and far less serious, than the comparisons would imply.

Too often, the commentary focused on trivialities. For the Trump-Putin summit: Was the B-2-bomber overflight when Vladimir Putin arrived in Alaska an undeserved honor or a sobering reminder of American power? How damaging was it when Trump whinged, once again, about "Russia, Russia, Russia" and repeated his delusions about having won the 2020 election? For the Washington meeting with European leaders and Vlodymyr Zelensky: Was the Ukrainian president's black suit a sign of submission, or a display of good sense? Did it make a difference that the European delegation was met by the chief of protocol and not the president in all his glory?

Fluff and flummery. The muddled outcomes (did the Russians accept the idea of Western security guarantees to Ukraine? Did the Ukrainians agree to cede territory to Russia?) began with the prelude to the meetings. The confused signals going in resulted in part from an incompetent special envoy, Steve Witkoff, being unable to get straight what the Russians had offered in preliminary talks--a rookie mistake if ever there was one, although par for the hapless real-estate lawyer turned diplomatic ingenue. But they resulted as well from the very different positions of the four parties, and those in turn emerged from their motivations, which explain a lot about what happened and what may lie ahead.

Putin's motivation is simple, even if Witkoff and Trump do not really understand it: He seeks to dominate Ukraine, seize what pieces of it he can, and eradicate its democratic government and national independence. For Zelensky, it is only slightly more complicated: He wishes to preserve Ukrainian sovereignty and freedom of action, and to guarantee its membership in the larger European community of free countries--all while refusing to recognize de jure the loss of its territory to Moscow. For the European leaders, it is also a bit more complex: They want to help Ukraine achieve those things while ensuring continued American engagement in European security against a menacing Russia.

Tom Nichols: Trump keeps defending Russia

Trump's motivation is actually the simplest of all: He wants a Nobel Peace Prize. We know that because he cannot stop talking about it. This is what makes a true sellout of Ukraine unlikely. For Trump to have that glorious moment when five otherwise insignificant Norwegians bless his contributions to humanity, he needs the willing cooperation of Zelensky and the Europeans. If he merely handed Ukraine over to Russia, as some observers say he has always wished to do, no Nobel: The Norwegians, having some claim to democratic scruples, would not deliver, however dubious some of their past awards.

No, at some level, Zelensky and his European supporters will have to find the deal, whatever form it may take, to be better than continuing the war, and for now, nothing on offer seems to meet that test.

There is another reason that the United States has less leverage than Trump may think: He has weakened his hand by silly concessions. The meeting with Putin was a gift to the Russian dictator, for which Washington received nothing. The easing of some sanctions on Russia is a similar unilateral gift. Trump's long-threatened secondary sanctions have yet to materialize. Most important, by ruling out putting American forces on the ground in Ukraine, the American president has, so to speak, discarded a trump card.

The American foreign-policy establishment has become so accustomed to denigrating Europe's leadership that it has not fully taken on board the remarkable coherence and adroitness of its leaders' performance in Washington. They spoke with one voice, and they skillfully combined flattery (which is indispensable in dealing with Trump) and a quiet firmness (also essential). Zelensky, too, hit all the right notes, and the result was an atmosphere of geniality which may not have been substantive, but was useful.

America's weakened hand is the result also of the quiet, limited, but nonetheless significant mobilization of the Ukrainian and European defense industrial base. Ukraine is the largest producer of its own excellent military hardware, followed by the Europeans, and then the United States, which provides only 20 percent of the hardware (although, admittedly, the most advanced and in some cases unique 20 percent). Even that contribution, however, will no longer be paid for by the U.S. but by European states--as a result of the Trump administration throwing away yet another source of leverage over Ukraine, the provision of military aid without strings attached.

In theory, the administration could try to coerce a Ukrainian deal by cutting off all intelligence sharing and refusing to sell weapons to Europe for Ukraine. But even there, as a senior intelligence official from the continent recently informed me, the Europeans have been quietly figuring out ways to minimize the loss from certain unique capabilities (particularly space-based reconnaissance). Cutting off all aid would also stir protest even from some Trump loyalists in the Republican Party, and besides, Trump always wants to sell American products. Most important, such blatant arm-twisting means no Nobel, and Trump can't have that.

Vivian Salama and Jonathan Lemire: Zelensky wasn't going to repeat his Oval Office disaster

The trouble with the historical parallels that are now being drawn is that they inflate the capacity of the adversary that Ukraine faces and minimize Western leverage. The Munich 1938 analogy is dumb because the British and French leaders were then dealing with a powerful and vigorous Nazi Germany and operating under the shadow of the mass slaughter of World War I, which had taken place only 20 years earlier. Czechoslovakia was bound to succumb to German demands unless the Soviet Union joined in its defense, and that was made impossible by Stalin's demands to London, Paris, and Warsaw. The Yalta 1945 analogy is also dumb: Yes, Poland was consigned to Soviet occupation, but the Red Army held the territory, and to pry it loose there and elsewhere in Eastern Europe would have required a new war, which neither the United States nor Great Britain was prepared to fight. Yalta was awful, but also unavoidable.

Instead, in the current circumstance, we have a Ukraine whose heroism and persistence is extraordinary, a far larger country with a more capable military than either the Czechs in 1938 or the Polish Home Army in 1945 had at their disposal. Ukraine also shares borders with its Western supporters. We have a third party--the European states--that retains agency as well. In Russia, Ukraine and its supporters face neither a dynamic Germany nor a titanic Soviet superpower, but rather a creaky, corrupt dictatorship that has taken a million casualties; is suffering diplomatic setbacks everywhere from the Middle East to the Caucasus, to its northern flank; whose sovereign wealth fund has almost run dry; and whose economy is beset by inflation, wretched productivity, and falling oil prices. If Trump were as good a dealmaker as he claims to be, he would be focusing far more on exploiting Russia's weaknesses, which he can exacerbate if he wishes, than on basking in the chumminess of his KGB-trained counterpart, which is nothing more than deception.

No one knows how this war will end. Either side could collapse, or there could be some kind of freezing of the front line, unsatisfactory to both sides but guaranteeing Ukraine's independence and, to some measure, its security. When the war reaches its conclusion, it will probably surprise all of us, and none more than those who think Trump is as shrewd as he is often malign. He is not, and that is probably the only thing on which his counterparties can agree wholeheartedly.
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What We Gain When We Stop Caring

A series of viral videos has doubled as an ode to fed-up women and a repudiation of male expectations.

by Anna Holmes




Sometime in the early aughts, the comedian Amy Poehler made a vulgar joke while sitting in the Saturday Night Live writers' room waiting for a midweek read-through to begin. As detailed in Tina Fey's 2011 memoir, Bossypants, Jimmy Fallon, who was also in the show's cast at the time, jokingly recoiled and told Poehler to stop it.

"It's not cute!" Fallon exclaimed. "I don't like it."

"Amy dropped what she was doing, went black in the eyes for a second, and wheeled around on him," Fey writes. "'I don't fucking care if you like it.'"

I was brought back to Fey's Poehler-Fallon anecdote when a friend shared the first of Melani Sanders's "We Do Not Care" videos with me. Earlier this summer, Sanders, who identifies herself as a wife and mother, posted a short rant cum manifesto on Instagram, filmed in her car after a grocery run, in which she declared that she was not going to take it anymore.

What's "it"? Well, societal expectations about female comportment, for one thing. She does not care, she announces, that she doesn't have a "real bra" on. 

Sanders did not--does not--care about a bunch of other things, as she made clear in subsequent videos. She does not care about shaving her legs, or grooming her chin hairs, or having edge control in her hair. She does not care about wearing matching clothes, or that her hair isn't combed. She does not care about pointless small talk, about that flashing light in her car, or that her house is a hot mess.

Sanders's first post reminded me a bit of Jane O'Reilly's famous article, "Click! The Housewife's Moment of Truth," which ran in the first issue of Ms. Magazine, in 1972. In her story, O'Reilly examined her friends' and neighbors' feminist awakenings--"click!" moments--about patriarchal expectations regarding women's unpaid labor, writing: "One little click turns on a thousand others."

In Sanders's case, her click turned on thousands of others; at least half a dozen women forwarded that first video to me, and I suspect this was how many others came to it. Each of Sanders's videos is accompanied by thousands of comments, most by apparently delighted women who feel liberated by Sanders's exhortations. (Sanders, who notes that she's speaking for perimenopausal and menopausal women, often invites viewers to chime in with the things that they no longer care about, and seems to incorporate them in subsequent posts.)

Read: Doomed to be a tradwife

Indeed, there is an element of call-and-response to the We Do Not Care Club, which Sanders herself has, consciously or not, encouraged. In that first post in May, Sanders used the first person. By the next day, she had switched over to the first-person plural. ("We don't care what's for dinner.") A day later, Sanders just came out and said it: "We do not care about people-pleasing."

Here's the thing: When Sanders says she doesn't care about "people-pleasing," she's saying, in effect, that she doesn't care about pleasing men. This is, to my mind, the wonderfully subversive message that's gotten lost in the initial flurry of discussion about the We Do Not Care Club. That the majority of her audience is women makes perfect sense, given that the we in "We Do Not Care" clearly refers to them. That, in turn, suggests that the implied "you" in Sanders's statements is men, collectively.

Sanders's digital rebellion speaks both to and for a silent majority of women who are tired of contorting themselves to appeal to, or appease, male expectations of who they should be, whether those men are romantic partners, strangers, or Jimmy Fallon himself. And though Sanders calls the We Do Not Care Club a "movement" with "members," I think it's more accurate to say that it is a revolt against misogyny.

Plenty of women seem to agree. Responses to her videos, I've noticed, frequently make Sanders's implicit critique of male expectations explicit. (A representative example: "We do not care if you don't like what you see, just look the other way!") Commenting under a New York Times article about Sanders's club, one woman wrote, "I do not care about the male gaze." Another noted: "In my early 40s, I started to gain weight and I noticed how it made me invisible to unwanted male attention, and I liked it."

Of course, plenty of the things that Sanders and her followers do not care about seem to relate to the female gaze. You could argue that whether or not a woman has a pedicure or gray hair is as much about pleasing, or not offending, other women as it is about men. (Tina Fey again: "Women dress for other women in order to let them know what their deal is.")

Women may be dressing for other women, but aren't we also dressing for men? After all, most women, whether or not we're always conscious of it, are subject to some form of male appraisal about how we look and behave, which can in turn affect the way we're able to move through the world. Even older women, who tend to go unseen by society and overlooked as vital, sexual beings, are reminded on a regular basis of the power of the male gaze--and how easily it can be revoked.



There's a lot that is freeing about getting older, including not giving as much of a damn. And it's important that Sanders says that her messages are meant for perimenopausal and menopausal women. Menopause is having a moment, and the We Do Not Care Club feels like a natural extension of the growing visibility of discussions about crepey skin and hot flashes and vaginal dryness. (In late June, Sanders was tapped as a spokesperson for the vaginal moisturizer Replens.) This is why seeing the 40-something Sanders reclining sideways on her bed wearing three pairs of glasses and marking off a list of things "we" do not care about that includes having chin hairs, unshaved legs, and cellulite that's visible in short shorts is so captivating.

Read: The secret power of menopause

But the messages contained within the We Do Not Care videos are, in the end, applicable to women of all ages. They're not just eruptions from a cohort of women for whom a lifetime's worth of expectations have reached their expiration date, but permission slips with which women of younger generations can eagerly anticipate a more unencumbered future--and perhaps even freedom in the present.

They need it. Photo filters and AI are changing how we present ourselves to the public, raising expectations about having the smoothest skin and the plumpest lips. An ascendant MAGA aesthetic that plays up what the fashion critic Vanessa Friedman has called "a retrograde gendered paradigm" jostles with trad-wife and wellness influencers who project visions of polished (and predominantly white) womanhood. And younger generations (much too young, I'd argue) are adopting expensive skin-care routines in order to, as the journalist Elise Hu put it, "optimize one's face" and address "the added burden of worrying earlier about wrinkles."

These so-called Sephora tweens, inspired by online beauty influencers, appear to be succumbing to the opposite message that many of us with actual wrinkles are welcoming: embracing a more observable older femininity, replete with fine lines and emergent fat on our underarms--and, as Poehler would say, not fucking caring if others like it.

A few years ago, I wrote a story for this magazine about the power of saying no, in which I called on women to reject the socialization that begins in childhood and that nudges us to always be accommodating. I argued that we need to allow ourselves to refuse the things that are demanded of us, to erect and defend boundaries. This, I think, is why I, and so many others, have been so taken with the We Do Not Care Club. (One of Sanders's recent posts has more than 50,000 comments.) Because if the first step is for women to give themselves permission to say no, the We Do Not Care Club is the no itself.
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Peace in Ukraine Is Not a Real-Estate Deal

"This war is over when the Russians understand that they can't win."

by Hanna Rosin




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

President Donald Trump's two most recent international summits--in Alaska last week with Russian President Vladimir Putin, and then at the White House this week with Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky--included some notable fashion statements. Zelensky arrived in a proper suit instead of the military-style fatigues that he wore the last time he met with Trump, in February. But the more startling sartorial choice came from Russian Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov: Lavrov arrived in Alaska in a sweatshirt (already a bold choice), and this one was adorned in big, black block letters with C.C.C.P., the Russian initials for the U.S.S.R. The message was widely interpreted as a rallying cry for old-style Russian imperialism and a somewhat trollish move by the foreign minister, who had arrived at a meeting ostensibly designed to discuss ending that very thing. But maybe the more urgent question is: Was the significance of this message entirely lost on Trump?

On the campaign trail ahead of his second term, Trump repeatedly said that he would end the Ukraine war within 24 hours of taking office. With this latest pair of summits, Trump was equally optimistic: Close the deal! Win the Nobel Prize! But the forces driving this war--Putin's nostalgia for a bygone era among them--are too deep and stubborn to easily yield to Trump's brand of dealmaking.

In this episode of Radio Atlantic, we talk with Anne Applebaum, who has been studying Ukraine and Russia for decades and understands their leaders' underlying motivations. We also speak with politics and national-security writer Vivian Salama, who knows what Trump's limitations are and explains what the next possible moves could be.



The following is a transcript of the episode:

Hanna Rosin: The past seven days brought two very strange international summits: one where President Donald Trump rolled out an actual red carpet on American soil for Russian President Vladimir Putin.

News host 1: A high-stakes moment on the world's stage.
 News host 2: It was Putin's first time back on U.S. soil in more than a decade. He received a grand welcome, complete with a military flyover and a red-carpet rollout.


Rosin: A few days later, Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky visited the White House with a hastily mobilized posse of European leaders.

News host 3: The historic sequel: President Trump and Ukraine's President Zelensky back at the White House.
 News host 4: The two leaders striking a cordial, collegial tone and also somewhat optimistic.


Rosin: The summits were historic, momentous--if more than a little chaotic. And yet it's unclear what, if anything, changed as a result of them. The war grinds on. Civilians are still dying in Ukrainian cities, with Russians striking even as Zelensky was in Washington.

Trump approached the two Ukraine talks with his usual brand of optimism. Let's close the deal! Win the Nobel Prize! But--and this will come as a huge shock--ending a war is not so simple.

I'm Hanna Rosin. This is Radio Atlantic.

To help us understand what happened this week, what changed and what didn't, and what really needs to happen for this to end well, we have staff writer Anne Applebaum, a longtime reporter on both Russia and Ukraine, and staff writer Vivian Salama, who covers politics and national security.

Vivian, welcome to the show.

Vivian Salama: Thanks for having me.

Rosin: Anne, thanks for joining us.

Anne Applebaum: Thanks, Hanna.

Rosin: And before we begin, I want to say that we're recording this conversation at 10 a.m. Eastern Time on Wednesday because anything could happen. This is an evolving story.

Vivian, you were actually at the White House for Monday's meeting between Trump, Zelensky, and the European leaders. What did you take from watching it up close that the rest of us might not have seen?

Salama: I have covered the White House now since, let's say, late 2016, when Donald Trump was elected the first time. And I have to say, I've never, ever seen the White House so chaotic.

Rosin: Really?

Salama: I've never seen so many people, journalists included, and I'm not talking about just European and American journalists. There were Iranian journalists and Japanese journalists--I mean, just to show you how significant an event this was and how much the world is sort of looking at Washington at that moment to see if this would indeed result in a breakthrough, or if it's just talks to have more talks.

Rosin: So what you took from that is: The world's eyes are watching. Like, that was the symbolism for you, or was it that chaos is happening?

Salama: Well, a little bit of both. To be fair, the world's eyes were definitely watching. But there was also an element of chaos, just how quickly the event came together, you know, these leaders flying in on short notice. The White House loves protocol. It loves to have days and months, sometimes, to organize things, to book hotel rooms, and to do all this. I mean, all these leaders, they come with big delegations. You know, the city was basically turned upside down.

And remember, the city was already turned upside down because we were in a so-called state of an emergency because, you know, the National Guard has been rolled out and our police federalized. And so just days prior, we were sort of already in a state of chaos, and then suddenly, you have these world leaders descending upon us on almost no notice. It definitely set the tone for the day.

Rosin: Right. I get it. It's like a Beyonce concert on short notice.

Salama: Absolutely.

Rosin: It's like a huge event, but in a totally mad way.

Anne, so you're watching this over from Europe. It all came together very quickly. What is the view from Europe as this is all happening?

Applebaum: So just to give you some context, we're in the middle of August, and in most European countries, this is absolutely the height of summer vacation, and everything is shut. Offices, schools, shops--nobody is doing anything. And the fact that so many heads of state were willing to get on a plane on basically 24 hours' notice and fly to Washington, I think, tells you how unbelievably alarming the Alaska summit appeared here.

Rosin: Oh. So it's alarming because we're thinking it as a sort of, you know: The entourage showed up; they're supporting Zelensky. That's amazing. But you're saying it's coming out of a fear.

Applebaum: Fear and confusion and a sense that maybe the White House doesn't really understand the rules of the game.

So what happened in Alaska was that Putin got exactly what he wanted. He was treated as a world leader, as a superpower leader. There were American soldiers kneeling on the tarmac, rolling out the red carpet for him. The American president stood on the red carpet and waved and clapped at him.

He had exactly the treatment that he wanted. He had the TV pictures that he wanted. And he went home having offered nothing and given nothing. He still never said that he wants to end the war. He still never said that he would stop fighting. He's never said that he recognizes Ukrainian sovereignty. So he has given away nothing.

Rosin: Right.

Applebaum: And Trump, interviewed afterward, said the summit was 10 out of 10, and everything was great. And, you know, now Zelensky is going to Washington, and the instinct was We all need to be there to avoid a repeat of February, and also to explain to the president that the war hasn't ended yet and we may have a long way to go. I mean, I think what was also alarming was that Trump had begun using Putin's language, so he dropped this word cease-fire, and he started talking vaguely about peace negotiations.

And this is what Putin wants because peace negotiations mean we can vaguely negotiate and he can keep fighting. Whereas it's in Europe's interest and Ukraine's interest and everybody else's interest that there be a cease-fire, that the war stop at least for some period of time.

And so he was using Putin's language, he was playing Putin's game, and Europeans felt that they better show up.

Rosin: Okay, so they came in with a kind of maternal attitude--like, We have to tell you something; we have to teach you something. There's something dangerous going on. And did that happen?

What Vivian said was it was giant, but it was also chaotic. And it was hard, honestly, to read the signals coming out of the meeting. So what is the biggest change that you read, coming out?

Applebaum: The biggest change was that they got Trump to talk about security guarantees, even in an unclear way.

And you're right, by the way, about the chaos. I mean, nobody really knows anything, and it's not clear whether anything has been decided or anything has changed. But to get Trump to acknowledge that any end to the war or any cease to the fighting, whatever we're calling it--truce, temporary pause, whatever--is very dangerous because Russia could restart the war at any time. And to prevent that, Europeans want Americans to understand that there has to be something given to Ukraine to prevent the Russians from invading again. So there needs to be some longer term--they're using the term security guarantees.

I mean, it's a tricky thing because, actually, Ukraine already has security guarantees from the United States. This was back in 1994. There's something called the Budapest Memorandum, signed by America, Russia, the U.K., and a couple others, that was meant to guarantee Ukraine's borders, and so on. So theoretically, it's something that exists already. It's just that it was never ratified; it was never a big treaty.

And so now the Europeans got Trump thinking along those lines, and they consider that to have been useful to push him in the direction of understanding that you need a structure to end a war. You don't end it just by stopping the fighting. You need to have other longer-term solutions.

Rosin: Okay. I understand. This is strange because it's like, basically, they're trying to educate him on basic things. You can't just wave your wand and end a war and say a word cease-fire and roll out the red carpet, and everything is fine. Like, you have to actually do something--you have to attend to the details.

Applebaum: This is not how you end wars. You have low-level meetings. You bring together under neutral negotiators, you discuss what the issues are, and then you have the meeting of the big leaders at the very end.

But this is all being done backwards, and that, I think, is also adding to the chaos. So people have the impression, Something big has been achieved, when actually, we still don't know whether Russia wants to end the war or not.

Rosin: Right. Understood.

Vivian, the leaders were received differently by Trump this time around, like Zelensky, for example. Can you describe how and why it was significant? And why are you laughing?

Salama: Because Zelensky was actually the only one received by Trump.

Rosin: Oh, I see.

Salama: The other ones were received by his head of protocol, which is pretty unusual as well. He was inside the White House, and his head of protocol went out, one by one, individually welcoming the leaders.

He did have some fanfare for Zelensky. The color guard was out at the White House along the driveway, and he did come out of the West Wing and greet him and do all of that. But there was no official red-carpet welcoming or--you know, there was a military-jet flyover when he welcomed Putin, which is pretty extraordinary.

None of that was there for Zelensky, but he did have a warmer greeting than perhaps we'd anticipated. Also, because of the fact that their February meeting was so explosive, you know, listeners may remember that epic encounter that Zelensky had with Trump in February--

Rosin: And J. D. Vance.

Salama: --and J. D. Vance. And Secretary of State Marco Rubio was there, where the entire Oval Office spray, where the journalists go in. It devolved very quickly into a shouting match because they accused Zelensky of not showing enough gratitude to the United States for its support. And so voices were raised, and it became a very, very awkward event.

You know, going from that to this week's events, where Zelensky showed up in a suit, for starters, because he was criticized by some pro-Trump supporters and pro-Trump journalists that he was not wearing a suit and that he was disrespecting the American president by doing that. This time he showed up in the same outfit that he wore at the Vatican to the pope's funeral, which was a black sort of cargo blazer and black pants and a black button-down shirt.

Rosin: So, okay. How to read all this. Is that, first of all, a midway concession on Zelensky's part, not a full concession? And on Trump's part, I'm trying to understand what you're saying about how he greeted the European leaders, because in words, he said, Oh, I'm glad they came. It's all good. It's good he has an entourage. But in the room, was there some different signal he was sending to this whole posse of people who showed up?

Salama: So he was with Zelensky already when the Europeans arrived. And so, you know, we have to kind of forgive him for not going out and saying hello and greeting the European leaders individually. As far as Zelensky making concessions, yes, he had to make a lot of concessions this time around because of the fact that that first encounter, in February, went so badly that even European leaders afterwards really took Zelensky aside and gave him a talking to, in terms of the way that you manage Donald Trump. And to do so, you cannot engage him.

Rosin: Yeah.

Salama: And Zelensky did engage him that time around. He did kind of try to put up a fight, and they told him that that's not gonna be a winning battle, that Ukraine needs the United States more than the United States needs Ukraine at this point, and he has to go in there and play the game. And so he did this time around. Obviously, the substance coming out of it, you know, was significant as a result. Whether or not it results in anything, you know, it remains to be seen.

But Anne talked about security guarantees. That definitely is a huge game changer for Trump in terms of his, even, political stance. I covered the campaign last year, and this was a huge issue. Trump repeatedly said on the campaign trail, We're done with supporting foreign wars. And just to allude to the fact that we are going to have security guarantees, that the U.S. will support Ukraine moving forward, that really goes far from anything that he had ever promised on the campaign trail.

Rosin: So it is real? I mean, that is real.

Salama: They're looking at it, and Press Secretary Karoline Leavitt yesterday--so that was Tuesday--she went to the podium and said that the president was even considering having U.S. pilots be part of those security guarantees. That's extraordinary and such a huge departure from what he was saying on the campaign trail, where he was like, Enough with the weapons. Enough with the money. We're done with these wars.

[Music]

Rosin: When we're back: Donald Trump's changing opinion of Vladimir Putin, and whether that offers hope for Ukraine. That's in a moment.

[Break]

Rosin: Vivian, since Trump's been elected, he seems to change his views about Putin. Like, he's warm to Putin, but then Putin does something that frustrates him. Where is he now in his views on Putin?

Salama: We've seen a pretty remarkable evolution in the way that Trump has, at least in his public comments, regarded and viewed Putin. Also, his advisers tell me that he has changed his tune, so to speak.

Rosin: Changed his tune--like, understood who Putin is and what he's about?

Salama: At least has become a little more skeptical of Putin. Whereas, you know, in the first administration, he was really open to hearing Putin out, being influenced by Putin.

You know, I remember in the early days of his first administration, one of his top advisers explained this scene to me where Putin, in a very soft-spoken, almost mumbling voice, lectured Trump about, you know, Kyivan Rus history dating back to the 11th century, and just to explain to him that Ukraine is part of Russia and always should be. And Trump sort of listened intently and absorbed a lot of what Putin was saying to him.

That coupled with a few other instances during his first administration: the sort of, what he calls, the "Russia-, Russia-, Russiagate" of the investigation by the special counsel into influences of the Russian government on the Trump campaign. And then you had the first impeachment, where, you know, the so-called perfect call with Zelensky, when Zelensky was first elected as president, that led to Trump's first impeachment because he had asked him to do favors against his political opponents. All of that sort of played into his mind of Russia as a great nation led by a powerful man and Ukraine as a corrupt, backstabbing nation.

Flash-forward to his second administration, and I think, you know, he had been talking so much during his campaign about, you know, I will get the Ukraine-Russia war solved within 24 hours of being elected president. Well, that didn't happen. And obviously, we know governing is a lot harder than campaigning, and so he learned very quickly that this was going to be a complicated matter.

But what ended up happening is that Putin didn't sort of pick up the phone and rush to call Trump, either to congratulate him or anything else, when he took office, and he started to become very resentful of that, coupled with the fact that when he finally did talk to Putin, Putin was like, I would never harm the Ukrainians. Everything is, you know, it's fine. I'm never gonna do anything wrong, and I'm gonna stop the bombing, and let's just talk this out. And then the next day, he would bomb a school. And Trump has actually said repeatedly that, you know, He assures me that he's not gonna do anything, but then he does, and I don't really like that.

And so between that and some advisers who are around him, who have really worked hard to make Trump realize that Putin's not your friend--now, does that mean he likes Zelensky more? Mmm--I don't know about that. But, you know, he's at least cautiously dealing with Putin a bit more than we saw in the first Trump administration.

Rosin: Anne, can we get into the tectonic shifts? What the European leaders were afraid of, what we see reforming as this strange new alliance, where the U.S. seemingly sides with Russia against European allies. Coming out of this meeting, how do you see that shift differently, if at all?

Applebaum: It's not clear to me, honestly, what has really changed. It seems to me that Trump's instincts are to agree with the last person he spoke to. Most people assumed that he changed his language after Anchorage because of things Putin said to him.

Steve Witkoff very frequently parrots things that sound like they're coming from Putin as well. So, you know, he's influenced by them when he talks to them. And he's influenced by the Ukrainians and the Europeans when he talks to Europeans.

Rosin: Let's just say: He's the special envoy to the Middle East.

Applebaum: Yes. Steve Witkoff is the special envoy to Russia and to the Middle East. He's somebody with no background in diplomacy and no knowledge of Russian or Ukrainian history.

Salama: He's a real-estate executive.

Rosin: He's a real-estate executive, yeah.

Applebaum: He's a real-estate executive who, as I said, frequently repeats things that clearly come from Putin or from people around Putin. And it often looks like what Trump is doing is seeking to emerge as the winner from whatever situation he's in. Whether he's in Anchorage or whether he's in Washington, it's important that he dominate the scene and that he run the show. I am not sure that he has a deeper strategy.

Rosin: You wrote after his meeting with Putin in Alaska that Trump has no cards in that situation. And you explained that, I think, in this conversation, the ways in which Putin emerged the winner from that. Do you think that's changed? Like, did Trump come out of this meeting with Zelensky with some cards or some things to play against Putin? Like, the security guarantees, for example.

Applebaum: Maybe. I mean, the point is that--really, almost unnoticed--Trump has been dismantling American sanctions on Russia. These are commercial sanctions that require constant updating. This administration hasn't been updating them. He's been cutting or seeking to cut funding for the Russian-language media that the U.S. has supported for many decades. He's twice cut military aid to Ukraine. There have been many negative gestures towards Zelensky, and so on, that we've already talked about.

The Russians see all of that, and they understand it all as a package of Trump reducing his ability to play in the situation, reducing his influence, and so on. So when I say he has no cards, it doesn't mean that the United States can't do anything. It means that Trump has been reducing what he's able to do. And if everybody else sees that--the Europeans see it, you know, Russians obviously see it, Ukrainians obviously see it. I don't know that Americans see it, but everybody else does.

Rosin: Yeah. It's difficult to read, because on the one hand, you're describing a systematic shift in negotiating position. But on the other hand, the fact that he changes given any meeting means that kind of is a card. It's like I can have a meeting with Zelensky and the European leaders, and I can completely shift my position and talk about security guarantees, and then that's my card. You know, he's a little unpredictable.

Applebaum: Talking about European security guarantees gives the Russians something new to be nervous about.

Rosin: Right.

Applebaum: Remember, for them, you know, their assumption, I think right now we can safely say, is that they still think they're gonna win the war.

Rosin: The Russians?

Applebaum: The Russians.

Rosin: Well, they are winning the war, aren't they?

Applebaum: Hmmm--no. They're not winning. They're not losing, but they're not winning. You know, at the current rate of fighting, they will conquer the rest of Donbas in four years.

Rosin: Four years.

Applebaum: So they're, you know, putting a lot of pressure on Ukraine, but they're not winning very fast. But their assumption is that they will win because the U.S. will withdraw its support, and Europe will get tired, and Ukrainians will get tired, and so on. So they're still operating on that assumption. And the way that we change their minds and convince them that they're not winning is precisely by saying, No, actually we're gonna add more. We're gonna do not just security guarantees, but we're gonna do new sanctions, we're gonna do new aid for Ukraine, we're gonna change the rules again, we're gonna do a big shake-up.

And to be fair, there are people in Washington who understand that. And actually there are a number of Republican and Democratic senators who've been trying to push the U.S. in that direction for a long time. And, you know, this war is over when the Russians understand that they can't win. And for the last six months, we've been giving them the impression that they still can win. So we need to change that calculus.

And as I said, Europeans understand that. That's why they were in Washington. The Senate understands that. That's why there's a Senate bill on the table to do that. Not clear whether Trump understands that or not.

Rosin: I see. So the important thing is what you just said, giving Putin the impression that he cannot win the war. That, to you, is the important card to play. That's the important pressure to keep on Russia, in whatever way that happens.

Applebaum: Yes.

Rosin: Got it.

Applebaum: Yes, and Alaska was a step in the opposite direction.

Rosin: So, Vivian, what kind of peace deals are under discussion? Besides the security guarantees, did you get a realistic sense in Washington what is possible at this moment? There's pressure from Senators. There's Trump who's unpredictable. What seemed doable?

Salama: Well, one of the things on the Sunday shows after the Putin summit, but before the Europeans came to town, was this notion of concessions. Both Steve Witkoff, who we were just talking about, and Secretary of State Marco Rubio were out there, talking about the fact that when you have a negotiation and you want to reach a compromise, both sides have something to gain and have something to lose, and that's just inevitable.

And that's the kind of talk that makes the Europeans very nervous, certainly Ukraine. Where Ukraine wanted to go, not just--you know, Washington often talks about the February 2022 borders, the territory that was taken by Russia after February 2022, when it launched this full-scale invasion.

But in the Ukrainians' mind, they've been fighting for their territory since 2014. They're talking about Crimea and the contested parts of eastern Ukraine that have been under stress long before 2022. And so they believe that not only should they regain that territory back, they fight for Crimea too.

And Washington has tried to kind of settle Ukraine's mind and say, you know--and even during the Biden era, where they say--Let's just talk about February 2022 borders, or you might lose Crimea. Let's see how it goes. But at least we're gonna try to fight for eastern Ukraine. The Trump administration kind of talks more in terms of freezes, where they say, Territory that was lost after February 2022, you're gonna have to cut your losses.

And that is something that not only the Ukrainians believe is a nonstarter, but that the rest of Europe sees as very alarming because they believe that that kind of concession will just embolden Putin, where he says, Okay, this was a victory now. Let's play along, and we could regroup and kind of expand our gains.

Rosin: So everything you just said sounds like a recipe for not agreement.

Salama: It is so hard to imagine Ukraine accepting anything less than at least the borders before February 2022. And that would be really twisting their arms.

And remember, for Russia--for Putin in particular--this is not about just a little bit of territory in eastern Ukraine. This is existential in Putin's mind for the future of Russia. He believes Ukraine does not have the right to exist. He believes it is part of greater Russia and they have to regain it as part of that legacy.

And so for him, he will stop at nothing to regain that. Whether it's, you know, play along now and then revisit the war later, you know, that remains to be seen. And so there is a concern, especially across Europe, European officials I speak with, about this naivete within the Trump administration, where they're so eager to cut a deal, but in doing so, you're redrawing the map of Europe and emboldening Putin. And so that is something that the Europeans, certainly--it was a big reason why they jumped on that plane on 24 hours' notice, not only to help Zelensky kind of avoid a catastrophic meeting, like the one in February, but also to moderate Trump's whims and say, you know, Yeah, we want a deal, but we want a deal that ensures the security and, you know, the sanctity of Ukraine.

Applebaum: You know, it's also really important to understand that Putin has not offered to concede anything. He's not giving back territory that he's conquered. And more than that, he's demanding territory that he can't conquer, that he hasn't been able to conquer--in fact, that he hasn't been able to conquer since 2014. And this is the rest of this Donbas province. So he's offering nothing.

And I think the second point to make that's very important is that this is not a war over territory. Russia does not need more territory. This is a war to damage and undermine the sovereignty and legitimacy of the Ukrainian state as a prelude to undermining it and eventually taking it over or making it into some kind of state that's reliant on Russia.

And the Russians are also perfectly happy to try doing that again through other kinds of pressure. You know, maybe they could end the war on unfavorable terms for Ukraine, then try to unseat Zelensky, then try to use propaganda to convince Ukrainians they were robbed. I mean, there's a whole kind of sequence of events that could follow.

So the point is that until they have given up that goal--you know, the goal of destroying Ukraine as a sovereign nation--then the war is not over. And to pretend that it's over is very dangerous.

Rosin: That's complicated. Those are old Soviet dreams. I mean, basically, he wants the relationship he had with Estonia and so many other, you know, territories. How do you make somebody give up that? Like, how do you break someone of that goal?

Applebaum: I remain convinced that the only way to do it is to persuade him that he can't win--it can't be done, that Ukraine is too strong, its alliances are too powerful.

Rosin: Got it.

Salama: I mean, just to emphasize: I don't think you can break that mentality. I mean, just to show you as an example, Sergey Lavrov, the foreign minister of Russia, arrived in Alaska last week wearing a sweatshirt that said C.C.C.P. on it, which is the Soviet Union, U.S.S.R. They are still living in that era, very much so. And some of it is mind games, obviously, but a lot of it is also just this nostalgia for that era.

Rosin: Right.

Salama: Can I just add one more thing here, because we were talking about this earlier? I spent most of 2022 on the front lines in Ukraine, and I gotta tell you, the one thing I heard over and over again was that they believe that Putin has more stamina than the entire West combined, that the West will eventually move on, whether for politics, whether for economic reasons, whether because they just can't sustain all this aid, military and economic aid to Ukraine. But Putin is playing for the long game, and they knew that in Ukraine.

I mean, this is a former part of the Soviet Union. The Russians are not strangers to them. They know the Russians better than any of us, and they know that Putin is just waiting for the West to get tired.

Rosin: Interesting. So it's almost like they saw this moment coming, and that actually brings more significance to the fact that the European leaders showed up. It's like, Wait--we're actually not out of patience yet. Like, We can be ripped from our vacations and show up for you on short notice.

Salama: Yes. And it's also why Zelensky has to hustle so hard, because he does not want the West to forget about his country.

Rosin: Yeah. Okay, so you guys have described a lot of complicated mechanics that need to happen in order to bring this to a good place. We seem very far away from it, and Trump seems very far from understanding all of these dynamics that you just described.

So what happens now? I mean, Trump said repeatedly at the Monday summit that he wants a joint meeting between him, Zelensky, and Putin, and that's what needs to happen. Is that realistic? How likely is that?

Salama: They are cautiously optimistic at the White House that this is gonna work out. The Kremlin has already suggested it won't, so I don't really know where we go from here. On Tuesday, the press secretary said that, you know, the wheels are in motion to try to get Putin and Zelensky to sit down together,

And then, obviously, this broader summit--Zelensky seems game, but you know, it takes two to tango in this case. It would be pretty extraordinary if it happens. Gosh, I will camp out for days just to be a fly on that wall. But not a lot of people are very optimistic that that's gonna happen.

Rosin: All right, well if it does, we will have you both back on. Thank you for joining me today and helping us understand what happened.

Salama: Thanks for having me.

Applebaum: Thank you.

[Music]

Rosin: This episode of Radio Atlantic was produced by Rosie Hughes. It was edited by Kevin Townsend. Rob Smierciak engineered and provided original music. And Sam Fentress fact-checked. Claudine Ebeid is the executive producer of Atlantic audio, and Andrea Valdez is our managing editor.

Listeners, if you like what you hear on Radio Atlantic, you can support our work and the work of all Atlantic journalists when you subscribe to The Atlantic at TheAtlantic.com/Listener.

I'm Hanna Rosin. Thanks for listening.
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Trump Has No (Legal) Power to Mess With the Election

But that won't stop him from finding ways to make chaos.

by Quinta Jurecic




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

The idea, it seems, came from the Russian president. "Vladimir Putin, smart guy," Donald Trump told the Fox News television host Sean Hannity following the summit between the two leaders in Anchorage, Alaska. Putin, Trump reported, had told him, "You can't have an honest election with mail-in voting." And that, apparently, spurred the president to act--sort of.

Days later, Trump posted on Truth Social that he would ban "MAIL-IN BALLOTS" in an "EXECUTIVE ORDER to help bring HONESTY to the 2026 Midterm Elections." He expanded on his plan during an Oval Office press conference ostensibly about the war in Ukraine, sitting next to a studiously blank-faced Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky. "We're going to end mail-in voting," the president declared. "It's a fraud."

Several days later, the promised executive order has yet to appear. Even if Trump does end up signing a document that claims to prohibit mail-in ballots, though, such an order would likely have little legal power. The American system for administering elections is highly decentralized: The work of deciding how people should vote and of helping them do so is largely carried out at the state and local levels, with the federal government playing only a minor role. Mail-in balloting, which is authorized at the state level by a state's legislature, is no exception. But as Americans have learned over the past six months, just because the president may lack legal authority to make a policy change does not mean he lacks the power to make an enormous mess.

Paul Rosenzweig: Trump is already undermining the next election

Trump's spree of second-term executive orders can be divided into several categories. Sometimes, he is exercising authority within the normal bounds of presidential power, though often to stupid or malicious ends; sometimes, there's genuine uncertainty as to whether the president can wield the power Trump claims for himself; and sometimes, Trump has arrogated to himself an authority that doesn't exist. An executive order banning mail-in ballots would fall into the final category. In an oddly professorial flourish in his Truth Social post, the president insisted, "Remember, the States are merely an 'agent' for the Federal Government in counting and tabulating the votes." But this is not true. The Constitution establishes unambiguously that elections are carried out by each individual state, under state rules. Congress can establish additional instructions--but the president himself has no freestanding authority. Trump's promise to intervene anyway reflects his understanding of the presidency not as one branch of government constrained by the separation of powers, but as America's king.

For this same reason, two federal courts have already blocked significant portions of Trump's previous executive order on "Preserving and Protecting the Integrity of American Elections," which he signed in March. That order didn't bar mail-in ballots, but sought to implement a range of other election-related policies responding to Republican conspiracy theories around election fraud: mandating proof of citizenship during voter registration, requiring states to share voter rolls with the federal government, and forbidding the counting of any ballots that arrive after Election Day, among other changes. Even former Republican Senate Majority Leader Mitch McConnell criticized the order as an unwise power grab. In an opinion barring several sections of the order from going into effect, Judge Colleen Kollar-Kotelly of the U.S. District Court for the District of Columbia explained, "The States have initial authority to regulate elections. Congress has supervisory authority over those regulations. The President does not feature at all."

Any executive order claiming to outright ban mail-in ballots would immediately face a similar legal challenge. It's not even clear what levers Trump could attempt to pull. Though the president can use executive orders to direct federal officials, "there are no federal officials who govern whether states get to use mail ballots or not," Justin Levitt, who studies the law of democracy at Loyola Law School, told me. And the White House simply has no authority to make these demands of state officials, Levitt said. "The president passing an executive order that purports to tell state election officials how to do their jobs is the same as me writing a note to a state election official on a Burger King receipt." Perhaps Trump could try threatening to withhold federal funds from states unless they restrict access to mail-in ballots--but such an effort would be legally dubious under well-established precedents, and Congress has allocated so little in the way of election funding that there's not much to withhold.

Short on options, the White House will likely be left MacGyvering its way to a solution using equipment not really suited to the task. Project 2025, for example, suggested prosecuting former Pennsylvania Secretary of State Kathy Boockvar for a 2020 legal opinion on the use of provisional ballots for mail-in balloting under Pennsylvania state law--a proposition that Levitt described to me as "crazy." The Justice Department could threaten state and local election officials with similarly baseless investigations in an effort at intimidation. Prosecutors would encounter the small problem that no criminal statutes obviously apply to an election official legally handing out mail-in ballots. But the risk of a criminal investigation, even a meritless one, could still frighten election administrators.

Read: Trump says he is serious about staying in office past 2028

Trump's hatred of mail-in ballots dates back to 2016, when he complained that Colorado's shift to all-mail voting would enable fraud. As more states adopted mail-in ballots during the pandemic election of 2020, he seized on this development as a basis to spread claims that Democrats would try to use "fraudulent" mail-in votes to steal the presidency--an idea that would become a key claim of the Big Lie that Trump had won the 2020 election, and a driver of the attack on the Capitol on January 6, 2021. Now that he has secured the presidency again, Trump may feel that he has an opportunity to finally right this imagined wrong. (On the same day that Trump posted his Truth Social announcement, the voting-machine manufacturer Dominion announced that it had secured a $67 million settlement with Newsmax over the far-right television network's promotion of conspiracy theories about the company in 2020.)

Yet if the goal is to corruptly tilt elections toward the Republican Party--"you're not going to have many Democrats get elected," Trump promised when detailing his plans to end mail-in voting in the Oval Office--the president's mental model may be out-of-date. In the Trump era, the Republican coalition has come to rely on voters who follow politics less closely, vote less frequently, and are more likely not to cast a ballot if doing so is difficult. Limiting access to voting might have been politically helpful to Republicans in the past, but seems not to be now. That may be especially true in lower-turnout contests such as midterms, in which Democrats may see an advantage thanks to a more politically engaged voter base.

During the 2024 election, Trump's campaign staff seems to have been able to convince him to be quiet about his hatred of voting by mail long enough to increase Republicans' use of mail-in ballots. As the 2026 midterms draw closer, his advisers may have to struggle to contain him once again, whether or not he moves forward with an executive order. The risk created by Trump's attacks on mail-in ballots is less that Trump will actually succeed in limiting access to the franchise and that such limitations will actually tilt the playing field toward Republicans, and more that the president will--as he did in 2020--kick up enough doubt and confusion that a significant number of Americans no longer trust an election's results.
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'Make McCarthy Great Again'

Laura Loomer has become the Joseph McCarthy of the Trump era.

by Michael Scherer




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

The first thing Laura Loomer wanted to know when I called her earlier this month was whether this was going to be a "hit piece." The self-described investigative journalist and unofficial adviser to President Donald Trump is familiar with the genre. She had just attacked the United States Army for praising a recipient of the Medal of Honor. She would soon claim without evidence that Republican Representative Marjorie Taylor Greene--another person comfortable trafficking in unsubstantiated allegations--"gave blow jobs in the back rooms of CrossFit gyms." Soon after that, she said that Palestinian children receiving medical care in the United States posed a "dangerous" threat to American national security.

You never know just how far she will go, but that's the game she plays. I suggested at one point that her effort to get federal employees fired for supposed disloyalty to Trump recalled the Red Scare of the early 1950s, when Senator Joseph McCarthy of Wisconsin exploited the private musings and personal associations of alleged communist sympathizers to end their careers. She loved that.

"Joseph McCarthy was right," Loomer responded without missing a beat. "We need to make McCarthy great again."

She had toiled for a decade on the dark edges of relevance, pulling public pranks and getting chased off financial and social-media platforms for hate-speech violations. She was arrested after storming the stage at New York City's Shakespeare in the Park to protest a Trump-inspired Julius Caesar and kicked off Uber and Lyft for saying that she did not want Muslim drivers. She also lost two bids for GOP congressional nominations in Florida, symbolically refusing to concede the second because of the "voter fraud" she says was caused by her inability to communicate on social media. She found out at the end of last year that she would not get the White House job she thought she was promised, and lost her ability to make money on X after violating the platform's doxxing policies.

Yet, here we are. Loomer, the proud, defiant, extremist troll, is one of the most influential public figures in what is still the most important country on the planet--"back from the dead and rose from the ashes," she told me. How did this come to pass? "I am a genuine person, and I speak my mind. I am not fake," she offered. "It's a story of persistence. As I like to say, persistence will beat the resistance."

Another explanation has to do with her champion and enabler, the most powerful person in the country, who has stuck with her despite the warnings, sneers, and eye rolls of his own senior advisers. "I know she's known as a radical right, but I think Laura Loomer is a very nice person," Trump told reporters this month. His early mentor Roy Cohn had previously been an unapologetic adviser to McCarthy during his red-baiting Congressional hearings. Trump's subsequent political adviser, Roger Stone, a friend and admirer of Cohn, has been a mentor to Loomer.

Whatever the reason, her private research and public X posts have destroyed careers, shaped news cycles, and moved financial markets. Quite often, Trump doesn't just listen to Loomer--he does what she wants.

In just the first seven months of Trump's second presidency, she successfully lobbied Trump to end Secret Service protection for Joe Biden's children. She has pushed the president to fire six members of his National Security Council, remove three leaders at the National Security Agency, end an academic appointment at West Point, fire the director of the National Vetting Center at the Department of Homeland Security, dispatch an assistant U.S. attorney in California, and remove a federal prosecutor in Manhattan. After Trump's intel chief stripped 37 current and former national-security officials of their security clearance Wednesday, she claimed credit for first labeling 29 of them as threats to Trump.

Every day was another opportunity to grab headlines, to protect the president, to expose another potential saboteur. This phone call, included.

"Why do we want to have a woman who is pregnant, who is going to have to take maternity leave as soon as she is confirmed?" Loomer asked me. "You should make a decision: Do you want to have a career, or do you want a family?"

She was referring to Casey Means, a Stanford-trained doctor turned wellness influencer Trump nominated to be surgeon general. Loomer believes that Means is part of an extortionist, Marxist vanguard--led by Health and Human Services Secretary Robert F. Kennedy Jr.--that will ultimately sabotage the Trump administration and the Republican Party. In her rapid-fire staccato--always urgent, indignant, agrieved--Loomer rattled off facts that she had uncovered about Means's metabolic-health company and her husband's past sympathies for Black Lives Matter. (Means did not respond to a request for comment.)

I stopped Loomer and asked her to go back: Did she really believe that pregnant women should not have careers? "You can have a family, and you can have a career," Loomer responded, beginning what sounded like a pivot toward acknowledging that Congress outlawed employment discrimination based on motherhood back in 1978.

But that was not her point. "If you are going to be working in the federal government, don't you think it is a little abusive if you have a job where you can't bring your baby every day?" she asked me. "Are my tax dollars supposed to go to her because she doesn't use a condom? Is there not a man who is qualified?"

Read: Casey Means and the MAHA takeover

Not so long ago, people who spoke like Loomer were ostracized from political parties and mainstream conversations, cast as the fringe. Provocateurs once needed to find publishers to produce their pamphlets. Activists begged access from White House staff to get on the president's schedule. Opposition researchers depended on journalists to launder their work. And those who called themselves journalists operated by codes: no undisclosed financial arrangements with political actors, no explicit political advocacy, and extensive editing and legal vetting to assure accuracy. The system minimized a certain type of toxicity, while giving those who already had power--the owners of media outlets, the leaders of government and industry--a gatekeeping role.

The 32-year-old Loomer belongs to a new era, when any thought can be instantly published everywhere and the president is easy to reach on his cellphone. Despite the loss of her accounts on Facebook and Instagram, she has a growing audience of 1.7 million followers on her fully reinstated X account (up by about 30 percent since last year), a sponsored podcast on Rumble, and--she claims--an expanding roster of private clients, including major political donors, whose names she declines to disclose.

Top Trump advisers, unable to cast her away, regularly work with her behind the scenes. In addition to having calls and meetings with the president, Loomer speaks regularly with White House Chief of Staff Susie Wiles and Director of the White House Office of Presidential Personnel Sergio Gor, according to people familiar with the relationships. Loomer praises Wiles for being open to her work and has called Gor a friend. But she speaks of the White House overall as a self-dealing den of duplicity, where staff regularly conspire against the president she adores.

"Everyone is positioning themselves for a post-Trump GOP," she told me, adding that Trump is often surprised by what she tells him about his own administration. "Every time I have these briefings, he looks at his staff and says, 'How come you didn't tell me this?'"

It is a high-stakes game that threatens to broaden distrust within Trump's senior ranks. If isolated, once-anodyne facts from the past can sink careers; nearly anyone is suddenly vulnerable to exposure, setting Loomer up as a tip line for administration officials to inform on their office rivals, while potentially providing other powerful interests a lever to disappear their adversaries. "There are people who message me all the time," Loomer boasted to me. "In every agency, I have sources."

Read: "I run the country and the world."

Last week, she got ahold of a video showing happy Palestinian refugees arriving in the San Francisco airport, owing to efforts by Heal Palestine, a group that provides treatment in the United States to children wounded in Gaza. The group says that the children and their families arrived on temporary visas and will return to the Middle East after treatment. She called the spectacle an "Islamic invasion" and asked the Trump administration to shut it down. A day later, the State Department announced a stop to "all visitor visas for individuals from Gaza" to review the situation. "It's amazing how fast we can get results from the Trump administration," Loomer posted on X.

Not all of her efforts succeed. I asked her about her unsuccessful attempt to stop Trump's appointment of Colonel Earl G. Matthews as general counsel of the Department of Defense, making him one of the highest-ranking African Americans in the building. She had attacked Matthews for his past praise of former Defense Secretary Lloyd Austin, a Biden appointee, and his work with former Trump advisers turned foes such as former Joint Chiefs of Staff Chairman Mark Milley and National Security Adviser John Bolton. But she did not bring up those points with me. "He sounds like he is speaking Ebonics anytime he speaks," she said. "I don't take anything he says seriously." (Matthews, in fact, sounds like a U.S. Army colonel when he speaks. He did not respond to a request for comment.)

"I would rather be feared than loved," Loomer added. "I don't need to be loved by people who work in Washington, D.C."

Earlier this summer, Loomer told The New York Times that she had five paying clients for her research-consulting firm, an unusual side business for someone who describes themselves as a journalist. Now she says she has more, but she will not give a number. "It is not policy matters," she told me, adding that some are corporate clients who want her to do "executive-level vetting." "There are several billionaires I work with, and they have retained me to do their political vetting."

The foggy boundaries between her activism, so-called journalism, and client work have created widespread concern that she is surreptitiously passing on information to promote the agendas of powerful interests.

After she began posting about the Puerto Rican bankruptcy authority, Trump fired its whole board, immediately improving the stock value of a major natural-gas company that was seeking a contract with the island. After she began attacking Republicans who wanted a clean break between Chevron and the Venezuelan government, Trump's team granted the company new sanctions carve-outs. After she resurfaced old political comments by Vinay Prasad, a top official at the Food and Drug Administration, he resigned his post, saying through a spokesperson that he "did not want to be a distraction to the great work of the FDA."

Like many of Loomer's crusades, her attacks on Prasad focused on facts that would not have been disqualifying in the previous age when technocrats were hired for their abilities, not their ideological purity. She called Prasad, a hematologist-oncologist at the University of San Francisco, who had long been a critic of the FDA, a "trojan horse" and "saboteur" because he called himself a "Bernie Sanders liberal" in 2022 and wrote on Twitter in 2020 that he wanted Joe Biden to win--facts that did not trouble Kennedy, who was himself a Democrat until 2023. (Loomer accused Kennedy last week of preparing for a 2028 presidential bid, prompting him to announce that he was not running.)

Loomer's crusade against Prasad came soon after he decided to limit access to a Sarepta Therapeutics drug, following evidence that it causes severe liver damage; this led MAGA influencers to allege that Loomer was secretly working for the pharmaceutical company. Sarepta, through a spokesperson, said that it has not "engaged with nor associated with Laura Loomer." She told me the same, even offering "to sign an affidavit" saying so. But the wholly unsubstantiated claims still played a role in undermining Loomer's case against Prasad; two senior Trump advisers told me that, although they had seen no proof of a connection, they believed the rumors. After he resigned, the White House invited Prasad to rejoin the administration, which he did about two weeks after leaving.

Loomer also denies taking money from Chevron or those with interests before the bankruptcy board of Puerto Rico. Although the obscurity of her targets raises suspicions, she said she has always taken on niche issues. She told me that she has been discussing legal action with her attorney against her public critics who accuse her of engaging in pay-to-play, a path that some of her critics have welcomed because of the prospect of uncovering her financial arrangements during discovery.

Those who have known her for years speak of her zeal and commitment as the purest form of MAGA. "It may shock a lot of folks in politics, but some of us are actually involved for reasons other than power, money, and fame," Ted Goodman, a MAGA-aligned political operative who works for former New York Mayor Rudy Giuliani, told me. "She can't be bought and isn't swayed by monetary gain."

Brian Ballard, one of the most influential Trump-aligned lobbyists in Washington, told me that he has not worked with Loomer, but he had nothing but praise. "I think she is incredibly effective, and I understand why people would want to hire her," he said.

Trump and Loomer agree that a failure to sift through appointees' pasts in the first term undermined the president's ambitions. "If there would have actually been proper vetting systems set up in the first Trump administration, the Russian-collusion hoax never would have happened, the first impeachment never would have happened, the second impeachment never would have happened," she explained on a recent episode of her podcast. Trump seems to have taken this advice to heart. In his second go-round as president, his administration has taken several steps that appear designed to eliminate dissent or checks on his power.

The problem is that no one is clear on what constitutes a fireable offense. Trump's top advisers, including Wiles, have been working intentionally, with Trump's support, to expand the tent of Republican politics by embracing leaders such as Kennedy, a scion of the most famous Democratic family, and Director of National Intelligence Tulsi Gabbard, a former congresswoman who previously ran as a Democrat. Past liberal leanings, in this effort, are a benefit, not a liability. Trump has stocked his inner circle with people such as Vice President J. D. Vance, who once compared Trump to Adolf Hitler, and Secretary of State Marco Rubio, who once speculated mockingly about the size of Trump's manhood.

Like Trump, Loomer says that Vance and Rubio earned forgiveness because they have made amends. But at other times, Loomer has found herself on the wrong side of Trump. Loomer defended Trump's initial pick to lead NASA, Jared Isaacman, a friend of Elon Musk, even though Isaacman has given money to Democrats in the past. Others in the White House, including Gor, supported removing Isaacman amid Trump's high-profile fallout with Musk, leading Trump to withdraw Isaacman's name.

Read: The decline and fall of Elon Musk

Trump has ignored other Loomer recommendations, such as her demand to fire Attorney General Pam Bondi over her handling of Justice Department records on the investigation into Jeffrey Epstein. (Loomer says Trump is not implicated in any of Epstein's crimes, and she encouraged him to sue The Wall Street Journal after it wrote about a bawdy letter reportedly from Trump that was found among Epstein's possessions.) The president remains a strong supporter of Kennedy, who endorsed Trump last year after the president agreed to adopt much of his health agenda. (Their agreement was the result of "extortion" on the part of Kennedy, Loomer argues.) The White House leadership is counting on the Make America Healthy Again coalition to help Republicans in the midterm elections. Trump also called Loomer and dressed her down after she criticized his decision to allow the Air Force to accept a commercial plane from the Qatari government. "I want to apologize to President Trump more than anyone because I am a loyal person," she later posted.

The most jarring Loomer crusades challenge the central assumptions of the national project. On August 8, the U.S. Army retold the heroic story of Captain Florent Groberg, a Medal of Honor winner who had tackled a suicide bomber 12 years earlier in Afghanistan, saving the lives of other Americans while sustaining serious injuries to his brain, leg, and, ear. Loomer pounced, denouncing the Army secretary for praising someone like Groberg, who was born in France and had given a speech supporting the presidential nominee Hillary Clinton at the 2016 Democratic National Convention.

"Are we supposed to believe the Army couldn't find a Republican and US born soldier?" she wrote on X. "They had to find an immigrant who voted for Hillary Clinton and spoke at the DNC as Obama's guest?" The claim that foreign-born patriots are less worthy of praise than those who are native-born won Loomer articles in The Washington Post, the Daily Mail, and other publications, but no comment from the White House.

Among those who objected was Greene, the Trump-aligned representative from Georgia who has tangled with Loomer--and has directed her own opposition research. "Many people need to wake up about her reporting. Researching facts and then spinning them into lies to serve her agenda doesn't make her good or trustworthy. It makes her a liar and it makes her dangerous," Greene concluded in her own social-media post.

This, for Loomer, was an opportunity. She has no problem going after Republican targets. She has publicly accused Senator Lindsey Graham of being gay, which he denies, and called the podcaster Tucker Carlson a "fraud" and a "terrible person." Loomer let loose on Greene, claiming without evidence that she committed obscene acts in CrossFit gyms. (She did link to a Daily Mail article that had suggested, based on anonymous sources, that the congresswoman had extramarital affairs with people she knew through her gym.)

"Can you call yourself a Christian when your mouth is full of other men's cock?" read one Loomer zinger, a modern version of the archetypical prompt "When did you stop beating your wife?"

All of it generated headlines, attention, and reposts of her social-media accounts. In a world without gatekeepers, where the most powerful man in the country rewards such behavior, Loomer sees little downside. Out-of-bounds provocation drives attention. Attention increases influence. And the person who matters the most is almost certainly entertained.

"At the end of the day, it is called the Trump administration," she told me on our phone call. "So the way I look at it, I play for an audience of one."

Vivian Salama contributed to this story.
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What Claire's Once Gave Tween Girls

The struggling chain is still alive, but its version of childhood might not be.

by Ellen Cushing




Mostly, I remember the fluffy pens. When I was in elementary and middle school, nothing could be cooler than a fluffy pen, at least until it got covered in backpack grime and started to look like an exceptionally long-tailed subway rat. And no place had fluffy pens in abundance like Claire's, a chain that sold accessories and other trinkets and, at the time, seemed to exist in every shopping center in America. Mine had an entire wall of fluffy pens, in every color, usually for some kind of absurd deal that allowed even a child to feel the intoxicating rush of acquisition. This was what Claire's was for. It was a temple to girlhood, a place where everything was frivolous and where tooth-fairy money could make dreams come true.

But Claire's is in trouble. Earlier this month, the company filed for bankruptcy protection, for the second time in a decade, and began liquidating. Today, it announced that it would be selling the majority of its North American business to the private-equity firm Ames Watson, for $104 million, with the intention of keeping some of its stores open. Claire's has been saved, at least in the short term, but Ames Watson has its work cut out for it. Claire's is a mall store, and malls are dying. Inflation, higher interest rates, and rising labor costs have further squeezed profits--true for basically every company, but when your primary customers don't have jobs, they don't react well to raising prices. Recently, President Donald Trump's tariffs have complicated Claire's business model, which is heavily reliant on imports: From November 2024 to April 2025, 56 percent of its inventory came from China. The company is about half a billion dollars in debt.

Claire's started as a wig shop in the 1960s before merging with an accessories retailer in 1973, and then getting into the ear-piercing business and staking its claim on preteen girls. It specialized in cheaply made, kaleidoscopically tacky junk, destined to dye your skin green and then end up in a landfill. It was bad, in the aesthetic sense and the environmental sense. But Claire's was special to me, because it was for me. It wasn't the checkout aisle at a store for older women or the costume corner of a kids' store. It wasn't for impressing boys; it was for impressing girls. It felt like a clubhouse. I can still remember how it smelled, like chemicals and vanilla cookies. I remember the purple walls, covered floor-to-ceiling in all the instruments of tweenage self-expression: charm bracelets, toe rings, impractically small purses, hair clips made to look like gummy bears or butterflies. I remember how easy it was to buy a pair of clear-lensed glasses or a flimsy flower crown and try on a new identity, how Claire's made figuring out who you were and what you liked feel fun and low-stakes.

Read: No one knows exactly what social media is doing to teens

I remember getting my ears pierced there, obviously, by someone who couldn't have been much older than I was, one of my hands clutching my mother's and the other clutching my best friend's. Claire's seemed to exist for precisely that time in one's life: old enough to get your ears pierced, young enough to be scared; old enough to want a purse, young enough to not have much to fill it with; old enough to have the allowance money to buy a scrunchie, young enough to think it could change you. That moment is sacred, and I know now that it ends quickly. By the time I got my nose pierced, only a few years later, I didn't even consider going to Claire's. I wanted to go to the local tattoo place instead.

Two decades later, retail has changed. So, I think, has childhood. When I was shopping at Claire's, my desires were largely assembled in the self-contained ecosystem of King Middle School. Sometimes a friend's older sister would give me advice, which I treated with biblical reverence, but for the most part, the people telling me what to like were girls my age, whom I knew in real life. This wasn't totally logical--in retrospect, I probably should not have allowed Gemma S. and An-Hae C. absolute power over my moods, interests, tastes, and values--but it was at least straightforward. I was a kid who shopped like a kid, because the people I was imitating were kids too.

Today's young people are learning what's cool on the context-collapsed, algorithmically driven social web, much of the time from professional influencers who are older than them. Tweens still exist as a market category and a chronological distinction, but in practice, they act a lot like teens or even 20-somethings. To the degree that they are even shopping in person at all, it's often at grown-up places such as Sephora, where they can obsess over which expensive creams to add to their elaborate anti-aging skin-care routines, and Brandy Melville, which stocks clothes that I, an adult, would be perfectly comfortable wearing: high-necked cardigans, striped tops in tasteful neutrals. Maybe they should go to Claire's while they still can, though, and get their hands on a fluffy pen.
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A 'MAHA Box' Might Be Coming to Your Doorstep

Robert F. Kennedy Jr. appears to have a plan to ship fresh food directly to Americans. Well, sort of a plan.

by Nicholas Florko




Millions of Americans might soon have mail from Robert F. Kennedy Jr. The health secretary--who fiercely opposes industrial, ultraprocessed foods--now wants to send people care packages full of farm-fresh alternatives. They will be called "MAHA boxes."



For the most part, MAHA boxes remain a mystery. They are mentioned in a leaked draft of a much-touted report that the Trump administration is set to release about improving children's health. Reportedly, the 18-page document--which promises studies on the health effects of electromagnetic radiation and changes in how the government regulates sunscreen, among many other things--includes this: "MAHA Boxes: USDA will develop options to get whole, healthy food to SNAP participants." In plain English, kids on food stamps might be sent veggies.



The idea might seem like a throwaway line in a wish list of policies. (Kush Desai, a deputy White House press secretary, told me that the leaked report should be disregarded as "speculative literature.") But MAHA boxes are also referenced in the budget request that President Donald Trump sent Congress in May. In that document, MAHA boxes full of "commodities sourced from domestic farmers and given directly to American households" are proposed as an option for elderly Americans who already get free packages of shelf-stable goods from the government. When I asked the Department of Health and Human Services for more information about MAHA boxes, a spokesperson referred me back to the White House; the Department of Agriculture, which runs the food-stamp program, did not respond.



MAHA boxes are likely to come in some form or another. Some of the packages might end up in the trash. Lots of people, and especially kids, do not enjoy eating carrots and kale. Just 10 percent of U.S. adults are estimated to hit their daily recommended portion of vegetables. But if done correctly, MAHA boxes could do some real good.



For years, nutrition experts have been piloting similar programs. A recent study that provided diabetic people with healthy meal kits for a year found that their blood sugar improved, as did their overall diet quality. Another, which provided people with a delivery of fruits and vegetables for 16 weeks, showed that consumption of these products increased by nearly half a serving a day. It makes sense: If healthy food shows up at your door, you're probably going to eat it. "Pretty much any American is going to benefit from a real healthy food box," Dariush Mozaffarian, the director of the Tufts Food Is Medicine Institute, told me.



Sending people healthy food could be a simple way to deal with one of the biggest reasons why poor Americans don't eat more fruits and veggies. The food-stamp program, otherwise known as SNAP, provides enrollees with a debit card they can use for food of their choosing--and a significant portion of SNAP dollars goes to unhealthy foods. Research finds that has less to do with people having a sweet tooth than it does the price of a pound of brussels sprouts. Several studies have found that, for food-stamp recipients, price is one of the biggest barriers to eating healthy. Many states already have incentives built into SNAP to encourage consumption of fruits and vegetables. MAHA boxes would be an even more direct nudge.



Most nutrition experts I spoke with for this story were much more supportive of MAHA boxes being sent to Americans in addition to food stamps than as a replacement for them. Exactly how the care packages would fit into other food-assistance programs isn't yet clear. Despite its shortcomings, SNAP is very effective at limiting hunger in America. Shipping heavy boxes of produce to the nation's poor is a much bigger undertaking than putting cash on a debit card.



There's also the question of what exactly these MAHA boxes will include. If the "whole, healthy food" in each care package includes raw milk and beef tallow--which Kennedy has promoted--that would only worsen American health. (His own eating habits are even more questionable: Kennedy once said that he ate so many tuna sandwiches that he developed mercury poisoning.) In May, after the Trump administration mentioned MAHA boxes in its budget request, a White House spokesperson told CBS News that the packages would be similar to food boxes that the first Trump administration sent during the pandemic in an effort to connect hungry families with food that would otherwise go to waste. According to a letter signed by Trump that was sent to recipients, each box was supposed to come with "nutritious food from our farmers." News reports at the time suggested that wasn't always the case. One recipient reportedly was shipped staples such as onions, milk, some fruit, and eggs, along with seven packages of hot dogs and two blocks of processed cheese. Another described their box as "a box full of old food and dairy and hot dogs."

Read: America stopped cooking with tallow for a reason

The COVID-era program did eventually deliver some 173 million food boxes. But it was still a failure, Gina Plata-Nino of the Food Research & Action Center, an organization that advocates for people on food-assistance programs, told me. The logistics were such a mess that they prompted a congressional investigation. Nonprofits, which helped distribute the packages, received "rotten food and wet or collapsing boxes," investigators were told. And the setup of the program was apparently so rushed that the government did not bother to check food distributors' professional references; investigators concluded that a "company focused on wedding and event planning without significant food distribution experience" was awarded a $39 million contract to transport perishables to food banks.



This time around, the White House doesn't have to navigate the urgency of a sudden pandemic in its planning. But questions remain about who exactly will be responsible for getting these boxes to millions of Americans around the country. The White House will likely have to partner with companies that have experience shipping perishable items to remote areas of the country. And although the White House budget says that MAHA boxes will replace a program that primarily provides canned foods to seniors through local food banks, it remains to be seen whether these organizations would have the resources to administer a program of this size.



Perhaps the Trump administration has already thought through all of these potential logistical hurdles. But trouble with executing grand plans to improve American health has been a consistent theme throughout Trump's tenures in office. In 2020, for example, he pledged to send seniors a $200 discount card to help offset rising drug costs. The cards never came amid questions about the legality of the initiative.



Americans do need to change their eating habits if we hope to improve our collective problems of diet-related disease. Getting people excited about the joys of eating fruits and vegetables is laudable. So, too, are some of Kennedy's other ideas on food, such as getting ultraprocessed foods out of school cafeterias. But Kennedy still hasn't spelled out how he will deliver on these grand visions. The government hasn't even defined what an ultraprocessed food is, despite wanting to ban them. The ideas are good, but a good idea is only the first step.
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The Quest for a Liberal Stephen Miller

Some Democrats believe that their best bet might be to imitate prominent Republicans, but they're misdiagnosing their party's problem.

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.

Do Democrats need their own Stephen Miller? That's what the Rolling Stone journalist Asawin Suebsaeng reports hearing from many people on the left. Imagining a progressive version of Donald Trump's far-right-hand man is hard enough, much less justifying why this might be a good thing. But the idea seems inevitable in a party that has already launched searches for a Democratic Joe Rogan, a Democratic Donald Trump, and a Democratic Project 2025. Even as voters keep telling pollsters that they find the Democratic Party inauthentic, some of its leaders are looking for cheap, left-of-center knockoffs of existing products.

Growing numbers of voters disapprove of Trump, but they don't see Democrats as a viable alternative. The party's own voters describe it with terms such as "weak" and "apathetic." Americans tell pollsters that Democrats are "more focused on helping other people than people like me." In interviews and focus groups, they complain that Democrats have muddled messages or are talking down to them. The New York Times reports today that Democratic Party registration is losing ground to the GOP in the 30 states that track these numbers.

The desire for a Miller Lite reveals Democrats' misunderstanding of their own problem. Democrats are facing a political challenge, as they struggle to communicate their goals to voters in an appealing way. But Miller hasn't been particularly successful at winning over voters. In fact, he's manifestly unappealing as a public figure and apparently as a colleague, to say nothing of his condiment preferences. Miller's own public approval rating is 11 points underwater, and as he's put his agenda into action, Trump keeps getting less popular, too. What makes Miller such an effective policy maven is his devotion to his worldview, and his willingness to sweep aside almost any barriers that might impede his ability to implement it--including public opposition. If Democrats actually got their hands on a Miller Lite, he might only make them less popular.

Suebsaeng's account of what he's hearing exposes this muddled thinking. He writes that people don't "want the mirror image of the lawlessness per se," but they do desire someone "willing to do or say anything and force practically the entire government even people who technically outrank him to violate laws and norms." Some people might imagine that you could find a ruthless champion of liberal policy ideas without Miller's unfortunate tendency to run roughshod over the rules, but that's part of Miller's full package: He's able to succeed because he has little respect for them. Though a liberal equivalent might be able to drive through some policies, the cost of further destroying the rule of law would be an abandonment of the party's most basic values. Leftist authoritarianism with good health-care coverage is not an appealing alternative to Trumpism. It's Cuba.

The search for Democratic dupes--pun very much intended--in other areas encounters similar challenges. "The search for a liberal Joe Rogan has led Democrats to an unlikely candidate: Jaime Harrison, their former party chair," Semafor reported last month. Quite unlikely, in fact. Harrison seems like a nice enough guy, which is perhaps one reason his new podcast hasn't found much audience in an ecosystem that values excitement and conflict. Another problem is the guest lineup, which is mostly Democratic politicians and also Hunter Biden. If Democrats think this is a response to Rogan, they're badly mistaken. Rogan is a podcaster who talks about politics, not a political podcaster. His appeal comes in part from his reputation as an everyman who is at least ostensibly open to persuasion.

California Governor Gavin Newsom has created a lot of buzz in recent days for X posts from his press office that mimic the Trump style--ALL CAPS, stilted diction, memes, and more. This has had the effect of bringing attention to Gavin Newsom, and also of trolling a clueless Dana Perino. Overall, these posts have the form of a joke--it's recognizable to everyone but Perino as a burlesque--but they don't really have any humor. What political project they serve other than entrenching Trump's style is obscure.

Some Democrats are also seeking to replicate the success of Project 2025, the Heritage Foundation-led plan that has been a blueprint for the Trump administration. Here, at least, they seem to be closer to thinking about comparisons with the GOP in a parallel way: Project 2025 has been successful because it is a policy document, not a piece of political strategy. It begins with a worldview--for a religious, traditionalist society--and only then lays out plans to achieve it. But The New York Times reports that the people behind "Project 2029" are trying to gather a range of thinkers from across the Democratic spectrum, which risks producing a great deal of infighting about priorities, rather than a unified plan.

During the Trump era, the GOP agenda has become flattened into whatever Donald Trump and influential advisers say it is. Other Republicans have either adjusted their views or left the party. A figure like Miller both creates and benefits from this uniformity. Democrats can't really replicate that. Their coalition is far more diverse, and there's no major ideological leader of the party, except Bernie Sanders, whose agenda most Democratic elected officials (and voters) don't subscribe to. (Both parties used to be much more ideologically heterogeneous than they are today, although the GOP coalition has narrowed faster than the Democratic one.) Democrats have a lot of policy ideas, some of them in conflict; the upside of a diverse coalition is lots of different approaches.

Every time I hear about the quest for a "liberal Joe Rogan," I'm reminded of a passage by Ta-Nehisi Coates, who quoted Saul Bellow dismissing African culture by asking, "Who is the Tolstoy of the Zulus?" In reply to Bellow, the journalist Ralph Wiley wrote, "Tolstoy is the Tolstoy of the Zulus." This is a lesson about universality, but it can also be a reminder of the value of producing your own ideas and work. Joe Rogan already exists; the left needs its own authentic voice, and he or she won't sound like Rogan. For Democrats, imitation is the sincerest forum for getting flattened.

Related:

	The real problem with the Democrats' ground game
 	The Democrats' biggest Senate recruits have one thing in common.




Here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	 A letter to America's discarded public servants
 
 	 The dangerous legal strategy coming for our books
 
 	 The David Frum Show: How ICE became Trump's secret army
 
 	 Trump keeps defending Russia, Tom Nichols writes.
 




Today's News

	 The Republican-controlled Texas House of Representatives began debating a redistricting proposal this morning that could deliver five additional U.S. House seats to the GOP--legislation that is expected to pass.
 
 	U.S. and European military leaders have begun discussing postwar security guarantees for Ukraine, according to U.S. officials and sources. The White House said yesterday that Russian President Vladimir Putin has agreed to meet with Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky, though the Kremlin has not yet confirmed a meeting.
 	 President Donald Trump called for Federal Reserve Governor Lisa Cook to resign over unconfirmed mortgage-fraud allegations.
 




Evening Read


Takako Kido for The Atlantic



A Tale of Sex and Intrigue in Imperial Kyoto

By Lauren Groff

In mid-April, I flew to Japan because I'd become obsessed with an 11th-century Japanese novel called The Tale of Genji. I also had a frantic longing to escape my country. At its best, literature is a way to loft readers so far above the burning present that we can see a vast landscape of time below us. From the clouds, we watch the cyclical turn of seasons and history, and can take a sort of bitter comfort in the fact that humans have always been a species that simply can't help setting our world on fire.
 I was bewildered that The Tale of Genji had such a hold on me at this particular moment: It is a wild, confounding work that many consider to be the first novel ever written, by a mysterious woman whose true name we'll never know, but whom we call Murasaki Shikibu, or Lady Murasaki. The novel is more than 1,000 pages long, more than 1,000 years old, and larded with enigmatic poetry. It's about people whose lives differ so much--in custom, religion, education, wealth, privilege, politics, hierarchy, aesthetics--from the lives of 21st-century Americans that most of their concerns have become nearly illegible to us through the scrim of time and language.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	Western nations are taking a key step toward a two-state solution.
 	The rise of "cute debt"
 	The Democrats' biggest Senate recruits have one thing in common.




Culture Break


Larry Towell / Magnum



Read. Kate Riley's perceptive debut novel, Ruth, depicts the life of a woman in a repressive sect without condescension, Hillary Kelly writes. Can a woman be happy without autonomy?

Watch. In 2020, Sophie Gilbert recommended 25 half-hour TV shows for anyone with a frazzled attention span.

Play our daily crossword.



Rafaela Jinich contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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How ICE Became Trump's Secret Army

Pulitzer Prize winner Caitlin Dickerson on ICE's explosive growth, Trump's detention surge, and the future of U.S. immigration enforcement.

by David Frum




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

On this episode of The David Frum Show, The Atlantic's David Frum begins with reflections on how Donald Trump's sweeping immigration crackdown has transformed America into what he calls a "society based on fear." Frum warns that the president's methods risk discrediting not just immigration enforcement, but also law, police, and the very idea of democratic legitimacy.

Then Frum is joined by his Atlantic colleague Caitlin Dickerson, whose Pulitzer Prize-winning reporting has laid bare the human and institutional realities of immigration enforcement. They discuss her latest investigation into the staggering expansion of ICE and the One Big Beautiful Bill Act, which has supercharged its budget to unprecedented levels. Dickerson explains how billions of dollars in new funding are fueling mass detention, empowering private-prison companies, and reshaping U.S. diplomacy while failing to solve the core challenges of immigration.

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 guest this week will be Caitlin Dickerson, a colleague of mine at The Atlantic who has won the Pulitzer Prize for her reporting on immigration, and we'll be discussing today the astonishing growth of the immigration-enforcement apparatus in the United States under the Trump presidency.

I want to open with some personal reflections of my own on the immigration subject. As those of you who have followed my work in The Atlantic may know, I have written about this topic over many, many years, and my sympathies have broadly been with the need for stricter immigration control than the United States has seen in the recent past. In January of 2021, shortly after President [Joe] Biden took office, I wrote an article that worried that his continuing a lax approach to immigration in the United States would prove a consequential mistake overshadowing his entire administration. And unfortunately, that turned out to be correct. The immigration enforcement under President Biden remained very lax, almost to the end of the administration. And indeed, immigration was one of the most important issues that defeated Kamala Harris and elected Donald Trump in 2024.

Since Donald Trump took office in 2025, we have seen an astonishing, breathtaking crackdown on immigration in the United States. You can read the effect of that crackdown in the statistics. The Center for Immigration Studies--a immigration-restrictionist group, but one that does good numbers--reports a net 2.2-million-person decline in the foreign-born population of the United States in the six months since Donald Trump took power. Of that 2.2 million net decline, 1.6 million is accounted for by illegal aliens. But 600,000 of the net decline turns out to be that the United States is losing more legal residents than it is gaining, something that I don't think has happened since the Great Depression.

Now, the raw numbers only begin to tell the story. Much of the story, as told by Caitlin, is a crackdown on the streets, in the public places, in the parking lots and schools and even courtrooms of America where police officers or paramilitary officers--often dressed in non-uniforms, often without badges or identification, often with their faces disguised--are seizing people, most of them without status, but not all of them, some of them even U.S. citizens. Seizing them, putting them into vans, driving them away, offering them no process, and in the worst cases, sending them off to dungeons, prisons, in countries that the person apprehended has never seen before, has no contact with. We've seen people ending up in South Sudan, people who have no connection with El Salvador ending up sent for life--at least, that was the theory--to a prison in El Salvador. Some of the people in the El Salvadoran prison have been released, and they have told of horrors, of conditions that amount to torture, for people who have been accused of no crime, convicted of nothing, who were seized because the authorities believed, maybe correctly, that they didn't have status--but didn't prove anything, and certainly didn't prove that these people had done anything wrong in the United States.

For those of us with a restrictionist point of view, Trump is offering a devil's bargain. He is moving the country toward a more restrictionist policy, but in ways that cannot be sustained, that shock the American conscience and that are damaging the American economy.

We are seeing, also, all kinds of side effects. It has become much more difficult for legal people to travel to the United States. Scientific research in the United States is being impeded and restricted and damaged by this crackdown. We are seeing a revival of a kind of ugly blood-and-soil nationalism in the United States and this kind of pornographic fascism of some of the recruiting videos for Donald Trump's immigration police, which are designed to appeal to exactly the kind of person who should never be trusted with government power and never with a gun, and never with the power to make arrests.

Natan Sharansky, the philosopher and now politician in Israel, once distinguished that there are two fundamental kinds of societies: societies based on fear and societies based on freedom. The Trump administration is turning the United States, for millions of the people who live here, into a society based on fear, and a fear of society cannot be a truly free society. We have had a recent case where an American threw a sandwich at immigration police in a gesture of disrespect. Now, I strongly recommend that everybody show respect for the police, and if you actually express your disrespect through the throwing of a physical object, there are gonna be consequences for that. Nobody needs to send--this happened--20 armed officers to the house of a sandwich flipper, to grab him and seize him off to a courtroom. That is an example of a society converting the rightful request for respect for the police into an insistence on fear of the police that damages the very meaning of what it means to be free.

The worst thing of all, from my point of view, again, as someone who comes from a restrictionist outlook on this, is the Trump administration is teaching Americans to think about immigration in all the wrong ways, and it's teaching them to think about immigration in ways that, because they're so wrong, because they're mistaken, are ultimately going to subvert itself.

The immigration problem to the United States is not a problem of an invasion, and it's not really a problem of crime. Foreign-born people, on average, are less likely to commit crimes than native-born Americans. I think a way to think about it is immigration is a little bit like rainfall. Too much--you get floods and disasters. Too little--you get death. Success and prosperity comes from having the right amount and control and regulating, to the extent you can, the flow of water in a way that gives life and doesn't flood the society with numbers that it cannot absorb.

Immigration is a resource that must be managed intelligently. It's a question of more or less, and who and why the optimal number of immigrants is not zero, and the practice of trying to eliminate even all illegal immigration is not feasible--not in a free society and not without a kind of level of police intervention that Americans don't want and shouldn't want.

What is going to happen as Americans see what Trump is doing--And as they absorb the consequences in things like fewer people doing all kinds of jobs that need to be done, and that Americans will not do at the wages that the American economy expects these jobs to get (jobs from gardening to roofing, not just agriculture, but construction of all kinds, meatpacking)--there's going to be a blowback. There is going to be a reversal. We are going to find the pendulum, just as it swung very far in the restrictionist direction under the lax policies of President Biden, under the policies of Donald Trump, it will swing as far or farther, as hard or harder, in the opposite direction. Donald Trump is devouring the legitimacy on which any public policy needs to rest. And he is convincing Americans that immigration restriction does not mean the rule of law; it means the rule of police. It means the rule of exactly the kind of police you do not want to have being police.

My discussion with Caitlin will go deeper into all of these issues, but I want to say, as someone who has been on the other side of this, I'm very worried about the direction the country is going and that what the Trump people are proclaiming as success is a self-devouring error that will stain the good name of the United States, discredit law, discredit police services, discredit enforcement, and ultimately discredit the very cause that Donald Trump ostensibly wants to support.

And now my discussion with Caitlin Dickerson. But first, a quick break.

[Music]

Frum: Caitlin Dickerson is one of America's most tireless and courageous investigative reporters. She started her career at National Public Radio, where she won a Peabody Award for her work. She then vaulted to The New York Times, and in 2021 joined me and all of us at The Atlantic as a gratefully welcomed colleague. Her reporting on the Trump administration's child-separation policy for The Atlantic won a Pulitzer Prize in 2023. The next year--and this is the most amazing piece of journalism I think I've ever seen--Caitlin Dickerson walked the human-trafficking route through Panama, taking risks that must have harrowed her family and friends.

We're here today to discuss her most recent story for The Atlantic, about the surge in growth of the United States immigration bureaucracy: "ICE's Mind-Bogglingly Massive Blank Check."

Caitlin, welcome to the program.

Caitlin Dickerson: Thank you, David. Thanks for having me.

Frum: Okay, so let's start. How big is big? How big is ICE?

Dickerson: It's huge. It's huge, under this One Big Beautiful Bill Act that I wrote about. So, taking ICE alone--it's just one of our immigration-enforcement agencies--its budget was about $8 billion prior to this bill. It's going up to $28. It's more than tripling. And this is at a time when Americans are seeing ICE agents out on the streets, and their communities are reacting really strongly to the aggressiveness of the campaign under way under the Trump administration to deport as many people as possible.

And so you're talking about more than tripling the budget of that one agency alone. They want to add 10,000 new agents. So more than doubling the number of agents that they have. And you've also got $45 billion going toward detention, $45 billion going toward a wall--these huge numbers that I tried to compare to help people wrap their arms around. In total, the $175 billion that's going toward immigration enforcement under this bill is greater than the annual military budgets of every single country in the world, except for the United States and China, and it makes ICE alone the highest-funded federal law-enforcement agency. And it really is going to create an infrastructure for immigration enforcement unlike anything that we've ever seen before, because these numbers are just so large.

Frum: Okay. So, not to sound like Dr. Evil here, but billions, trillions, people can get a little confused. Is $8 billion a lot of money? Is $28 billion a lot of money? Compared to what? Try to make this concrete to us. You say the total apparatus is going to be bigger than the military budgets of everybody on Earth. Relative to the rest of the federal budget, how much is $8 billion or $28 billion that they're going to end up with?

Dickerson: Sure. So for comparison, the FBI employs about 20,000 people. Its budget is around $11 billion. The DEA, the next-largest federal law-enforcement agency, spends about $4 billion a year. I looked at some police budgets as well. The NYPD is budgeted for a much lower amount. Turns out, the NYPD overspends every year by quite a lot, but is budgeted around $6 billion a year, I believe. So again, ICE alone spending $28 billion on immigration enforcement is far greater, obviously.

Frum: So bigger than the FBI plus the NYPD plus the DEA, it sounds like.

Dickerson: Indeed.

Frum: Okay. So, do you have a sense, I mean, now, look--it's a big job. It's a big country. There are thousands of miles, millions of people. Maybe they need this money. Maybe that's what it costs.

Dickerson: Maybe. However, one of the reasons I wanted to write this story is having covered immigration enforcement for so long, I remember, year after year, that Congress is really harsh on immigration-enforcement agencies in general--in particular, ICE, for mismanaging its budget. So every year, they go to Congress and explain why they haven't achieved the goals that they laid out last year, while also asking for more money, and not always complying with reporting requirements that Congress places to explain where their money goes. They do a lot of reprogramming of funds from different programs, so money that's supposed to go toward disaster relief, toward the Secret Service--that will move toward immigration enforcement, in the middle of a year when Congress hasn't approved it in advance. That often can frustrate them. And so just this year, in 2025, you had congressional appropriators, including Republicans, who were really frustrated with ICE because it was spending money that it didn't have. As soon as Donald Trump took office, it increased its spending and was not funded to complete the fiscal year in the green, and even though it was being criticized as an agency, Congress seems to have just accepted the requests of ICE and CBP for these huge pay raises, without asking questions and without attaching any oversight requirements.

So it was really quite surprising for me because it's not just Democrats that have been frustrated with ICE overspending for many years; it's Republicans as well.

Frum: Now with the $28 billion, will they be able to afford uniforms? Because they don't seem to wear them.

Dickerson: They will be able to afford uniforms if they want them. But you're right: A lot of this money is going to go toward hiring new agents--as I mentioned, ICE wants to take on 10,000 more people--but also hiring bonuses and retention bonuses. These are jobs that not a lot of people want to take and jobs that have a lot of turnover, that people leave very quickly. It's always controversial to be an ICE agent. I've known many over the years who don't tell their neighbors what they do for a living, because it's the kind of job that obviously a lot of Americans voted for and can support, in general, but when it comes to your community, when you're face-to-face with the person who's making the arrest--and perhaps also know people who are being arrested by ICE--the relationships get a lot more difficult.

And this is across party lines. And so ICE agents always feel that they're heavily criticized for their work, that they're very unpopular. And they're correct in that. So a lot of money is going to go simply just toward keeping them in this line of work, and trying to grow this federal law-enforcement agency.

And then another big place where this money is going to go is toward technology. So you're seeing rapid expansion of the use of technology in immigration enforcement when it comes to facial recognition, when it comes to data brokering--so gathering people's information, their financial records, their social-media records, their employment records, working with companies like Palantir and expensive government contracts to bring all this information together at once and create really deep dossiers on immigrants who the agency is going after, video surveillance at ports of entry and at airports, things like that. These are all very expensive tools, ones that I argue in my piece aren't really necessary for routine immigration enforcement--but this is what a lot of this money will fund.

Frum: All right. That's such a fascinating point. I want to take a step back with something you just said about the number of bodies. We talked about the amount of money they're getting, so from a human point of view, how big is ICE compared to the FBI?

Dickerson: So ICE is about 20,000 people as well. So similar, very similar in size. But in terms of agents on the ground right now, they've got about 7,000 and they've long argued that those numbers aren't large enough. When you do think about, as you said, a vast country--more than 11 million people in the United States without legal status. But really it's not the number of agents that have limited ICE, in recent years, from making arrests; it's the rules that they face, depending on the administration, for who they're allowed to go after and who they aren't.

President Trump lifted all of those rules, said all immigrants without legal status are fair game. But there are other barriers to carrying out deportations--legal ones, namely. You can arrest someone, but once they actually start to go through the legal process, often they can get out on bond, they can pursue some form of legal status.

Frum: Eight billion [dollars] was what ICE was getting before. Twenty-eight billion [dollars] is what ICE will be getting under the president's fiscal bill. And then you pointed out that there's this larger universe of associated funds that are not ICE-specific, but are generally related to the immigration universe. The total--remind me, you said it was about $175 billion? Okay, so what is that? What's in the $175 billion?

Dickerson: So within the $175 billion, you have about $3.5 billion which is going toward the courts, and that's under a separate federal agency. They're under the DOJ. You have, as I mentioned, $45 billion in expanding detention centers. You've got $46 billion toward building the wall, and you've got at least $10 billion going toward reimbursement funds that have been created. So when states and local governments try to help, like Governor Greg Abbott has volunteered Texas to do, he'll be able to apply for reimbursement funds. And that's true for local governments as well. And then you've got little pockets of money spread elsewhere. But really, the bulk of it is the expansion of detention, the expansion of technology, and the hiring of new officers.

Frum: Tell me about this new prison system that we're building. Not every viewer or listener will understand that the federal system is a relatively small part of America's system of prisons and jails. Most people who are in prison or jail are there being held by the states, or sometimes jails are municipal. The federal system is small. So we're building a vast, new--relative to the existing federal prison system--a vast, new secondary system. How will it be like, and how will it be different from the existing federal prisons?

Dickerson: I'll talk about immigration, in particular. We've got people who are housed in immigration detention in federally run facilities that are contracted by--we have them run by private-prison companies. And then we also, as a federal government, rent beds in county jails, for example, and in state prisons to house immigrants as well.

And the expansion is going to more than double the size of the detained-immigrant population, largely putting them in privately run federal facilities. So these facilities will be operated, more than likely, by the two giants in the private-prison industry: Geo and CoreCivic. And they're expecting tens of thousands of additional detainees. So at maximum, our detained-immigrant population has been about 45,000 people on a daily average, and DHS wants to get that average daily detained population to 100,000. So again, more than we've ever seen before. This means the construction of new facilities from the ground up. It also means the retrofitting of old facilities, jails, and prisons that have been closed.

And a lot of times, what you've seen is a prison that's been heavily criticized because of poor conditions--maybe you had a lot of protesting, political winds changed, and so a big prison closed that was previously used for criminal detainees--and what happens is ICE will then come in and retrofit that facility for immigrants.

Frum: Now we've all read very disturbing stories about conditions in immigration-detention centers that seem pretty shockingly inhumane for people who, after all, don't seem to be criminals, exactly. They've broken the law, but everyone who speeds, breaks the law. Will the new funds ameliorate living conditions in these detention centers? Is that part of what the money's for?

Dickerson: It's not part of what the money's for, and I don't think that that will happen, simply because when you look at the bill, it says that health and safety standards in these new facilities that it funds should be left to the discretion of the secretary. That's actually a really big deal.

So I've reported a lot on ICE-detention standards. These are very hard-fought, extensive rules that have been developed since the early 2000s, when we really started to have a meaningfully sized immigration-detention system. And they cover everything from your medical care that should be provided to basic food needs, access to a law library to be able to defend yourself, recreation--being able to move around--and who can be held in solitary confinement for who can't.

You're right that generally, the legal standard is higher than it is for criminal defendants because the Supreme Court has held immigration detention is not meant to be punitive. And that's kind of hard for people to wrap their minds around, because you're in a facility that looks and feels very much like a prison and it's often identical, but theoretically--because, as you said, immigration is a different type of violation, it's a civil violation, and because you're being held pretrial, you don't have a standing deportation order yet, or you have one that you're appealing--you're supposed to have better access, in fact, to recreation, to the things that make prison, as uncomfortable as it is, are supposed to be slightly lesser for detained immigrants. All of those standards, which were really difficult to uphold, seemed to have gone out the window under the bill, because it explicitly says that standards should be held to the discretion or, at the discretion, rather, of the secretary.

And at the same time, it's important to note that the administration under DOGE, specifically Elon Musk's Department of Government Efficiency, really gutted two offices within DHS that oversaw detention health and safety standards. So there was a detention ombudsman, and then there was a DHS Office of Civil Rights and Civil Liberties. Those offices are fundamentally not functional at this point. And so kind of the opposite of what you laid out is going to happen: massive expansion of detention and very little oversight.

Frum: Yeah. I've not been a regular visitor, but I have, on occasion, had reason to visit people in federal prison, and I've always been shocked at the low quality of the food. It just seems like such a petty economy. And we're spending a couple of dollars a day more per person, per meal, which, in the scheme of things, wouldn't be much. You could just make life a little bit more civilized and buy some--and by the way, remove the single largest grievance that most prisoners have about their daily condition. And you wonder, in a detention center where you're dealing with people who are not criminals and often haven't been convicted of anything, why you wouldn't feed them properly. Something I can't understand.

Dickerson: I agree with you. Having spent time in these facilities and seeing what people eat--you know, lunch meat that's frozen, lunch meat that's moldy, food that's clearly expired. I spent time at a family-detention facility that was actually finally closed under the Biden administration after a long effort to end family detention. The United States is one of the only countries in the developed world that detains families. I think Australia is the only other. Because it's really, really difficult to detain kids for long periods of time and to do it in a way that's considered safe and humane.

And so family detention finally ended under Biden, but reopened immediately and is set to expand now under the Trump administration. And at our largest family-detention center in Dilley, Texas, I reported on families there and heard from really every single one of them that the food was unbearable, especially for kids. I had parents tell me that their children would vomit just from the smell of the food before they even entered the cafeteria, and kids would lose really significant weight because they would refuse to eat the food because they found it so disgusting.

The reason, I think, why you see the food quality that you do--and this is written about in a book that I mentioned in my story called Immigration Detention Inc. that just came out by a professor, Nancy Hiemstra. She's at Stony Brook University, in New York. She looked at vendors within detention centers and found that, of course, the way that they make money is by minimizing their cost. The federal government is going to pay them a set amount of money for the services that they provide. And so the less they spend providing food, or when it comes to medical care, the less that the medical providers spend providing that care, the greater their profits, of course. So it really is, I think, a matter of pinching pennies, and that book documents very well how these facilities really are economic engines.

There are so many different people and organizations making money within immigration-detention centers, and all of it is predicated on spending as little as possible, of course, on the people who are detained there.

Frum: Well, this is one of the suggestive points in your story--that we are not only building facilities, but we're building vested interests. That people whose livelihoods--the guards, most obviously, but many others--people whose livelihoods depend on the preservation of the system--once done, it's hard because one might think, Well, if there's a political change, just abandon it. But that may be harder to do than one assumes, according to you.

Dickerson: That's right. Funding for immigration detention, and really immigration enforcement overall, has almost never increased in the history of its existence because of these vested interests. So when an immigration-detention facility opens in an American community, it's often been fought over. Communities will campaign to bring these facilities in because they bring jobs and often hundreds or even thousands of jobs depending on how large they are. And so you'll have county sheriffs who campaign, promising to bring ICE to town. And as soon as those jobs are created, families depend on them. These facilities tend to be in rural areas, where there's not a lot of other economic opportunity. Of course, the land is cheaper. So you can build a big detention facility there.

But then the community really comes to rely on it, and it becomes a big political problem to try to close it down. And you also have the major private-prison companies that operate the facilities who lobby in Washington to, of course, keep them open and grow them. And then the many, many other contractors that operate within them that are all doing the same thing in order to continue providing these services and to expand these services, which have grown in recent years. So now ICE detainees have access to tablets that they can use to speak with their family, for example, that didn't exist before. That's one more company that's trying to keep these facilities open and keep them large so that they can continue to make profits.

Frum: How hastily are we able to move people out of the facilities to return them to the country, ideally, of which they're a citizen? As you witnessed on that harrowing, harrowing trip you wrote about for The Atlantic through Panama, different people come from different countries with different degrees of oppressiveness. Mexico's a pretty nice place. It's unequal; it's hard to make a living, but it's basically a free country. Other countries are much worse. How quickly can we get people back to where they are supposed to be, if it's an acceptable place? Or is that just taking forever as the bureaucracy gets bigger?

Dickerson: It is taking a very long time. Immigration cases can take months. They can take years. The average time that someone spends detained fluctuates quite a lot, but at this point, most people are spending months, at the very least, in ICE detention. And that's an important question that I raise in the piece, as well, is: Is this massive expansion of the detention system actually the best way to carry out the administration's goal, if President Trump really does want to deport up to a million people a year? I don't think that it is, because at the same time that the administration is moving to expand detention, it's firing many immigration judges. Those are the only people who have the power to hand down a deportation order. You can't deport someone without one of those.

And the main hurdles that we all talked about in advance of President Trump taking office to his immigration campaign really are legal ones and diplomatic ones. So when people land in immigration detention, they're going to fight their case. They're going to apply for a form of relief, particularly if, like many detained people have now--if these are people who've been here for a very long period of time, they may have the right to some form of protection. And then you have the diplomatic hurdles. So you've got to get these receiving countries on board and willing to accept hundreds or thousands of their nationals on a monthly basis in order to hit these high goals. Detaining lots and lots of people doesn't necessarily lead to the outcome of removing lots and lots of people, but it is very expensive. And we can talk about, if you want--to get into the relationships between the private-prison companies and the federal agencies that they work with in immigration enforcement, and how I've seen that kind of lead to expansions of detention historically that may not have been necessary.

For years--and this has been true, it's important to point out, in Democratic and Republican administrations--the highest ranking officials at ICE have often retired into executive roles at these private-prison companies, including Geo and CoreCivic. And what that does is put private-prison executives across the negotiating table with their former underlings, deciding whether or not to expand the immigration-detention system, and underlings who may also hope to--and who often do--end up retiring into these executive roles at the private-prison companies as well.

So I reached out to both of them. Geo got back to me and said that there's no evidence to support that this revolving door of hiring leads to lower accountability or higher prices. But for many years, advocates have raised questions about why these detention facilities and these detention contracts expand as dramatically as they do when they don't seem to lead to the outcomes that ICE will promise at the beginning of a given year. You know, deportations have really been stagnant over the last several administrations without a huge amount of fluctuation. And so Why do these contracts continue to grow? And what's the connection between these relationships that exist and the incentives built into them and the contracts that result?

Frum: You're describing a system that is becoming increasingly voracious at picking people up, increasingly capacious at storing them for a long time, but not improving at removing people who ought to be removed.

And so we're creating this kind of intake detention but not removal. And one of the things--this is an incident that probably has now, because of the Russia events, been forgotten, but one of the places where people were supposed to be removed to was the country of Colombia.

Colombia is a country with a history of significant violence but that has achieved a kind of uneasy peace in recent years. And the Colombian government--Colombia's normally been governed from the right, but they currently have a left-of-center president, and he said, I'm going to continue to receive people. I have one condition: They must be treated with dignity. No shackles. That's the deal. If you don't shackle them, we'll take them--our nationals. Not everybody's nationals; our nationals. And the Trump administration said, Oh, yeah? Shackles. And blew up, and then we got into a trade war with Colombia--which is an important strategic partner of the United States and a country with which the United States has a free-trade agreement negotiated by President George W. Bush and signed by President [Barack] Obama--over the issue of Should people be shackled?

And one of the things that--I'm sorry to make this point so long. The legitimation of what the Trump administration is doing depends on the idea that these people being detained are very dangerous. That's why you have to shackles.

Dickerson: Right.

Frum: But the numbers--there are not a million people a year of dangerous people in the United States to remove. So if you're going to remove a million people, most of them will be people who are out of status but who are not dangerous. And you don't need to shackle them. You just need to say, Okay, we have laws. You're out of the law. Get on the plane. Here's your hot meal on the plane. Welcome back to Colombia, where you come from.

Dickerson: Exactly. You're pointing to an issue--and there are many examples of it--where the administration says it wants to do one thing but then behaves in a way that really runs directly counter to it. And a lot of it comes back to this fundamental disconnect between a promise to deport the worst of the worst and a promise to deport a million people a year. You just simply can't do both.

If the administration wanted to focus on the worst of the worst, for example, it really wouldn't need to massively expand the detention system that exists, because these would be people who have extensive criminal records, who are not eligible for any form of immigration relief, and whose cases would move very quickly through the courts. You might run into diplomatic issues with their home countries being willing to take them in, but it's a smaller number of people who would move quickly through the immigration system and who I think have been targeted aggressively under the last several administrations, both Republican and Democrat.

Obviously, Trump wanted to do a better job and wanted to do a better job of vetting, in particular, the large numbers of people who came in during the Biden administration. That is all doable without a massive expansion of the detention system. But when you do expand the detention system, you end up sweeping, and you set these very high goals in terms of numbers. You, of course, end up, as you pointed out, sweeping up lots of people who've been in the United States for a long period of time, have no previous interaction with law enforcement, and whose deportation becomes difficult to justify.

So with Colombia, in particular, it boggles the mind why the administration would blow up its own ability to achieve a goal that it's laid out. ICE has been sending out emails with their weekly worst of the worst, where they find the example of the person with the most extensive criminal record they possibly can who they have arrested, and celebrate it. And they could continue to do that in a much less chaotic way without spending all of this money. And that's why I felt the story was so important to write--because, yes, the country voted for a president who wanted to carry out a vast deportation campaign, or an aggressive deportation campaign, whether it meant focusing on people who were very dangerous or focusing on large numbers, but do we actually need to spend all of these taxpayer dollars in order to do it? We don't. And so on top of having a campaign underway that the public is really starting to question and be troubled by, we now have a massive amount of taxpayer dollars that could have been spent elsewhere, and more effectively.

Frum: Let me pick up on your point about diplomatic issues. So one of the countries from which a lot of recent people have come, either as the asylum seekers or straightforward illegal immigrants, is Venezuela. And Venezuela is an authoritarian regime under an un-American, anti-American dictatorship--first Hugo Chavez and then his successor, President [Nicolas] Maduro--and significant human-rights issues, a country very much on the Cuban model. At another time, the United States might say, Well, it's pretty reasonable that a person would run away from Venezuela and seek freedom somewhere else. But the numbers are very large, and so the Trump administration wants to return the Venezuelans, and it looks like the price of doing that has been to rehabilitate the Venezuelan regime diplomatically.

So it's not just that diplomacy is a constraint on the deportation project; actually, deportation is reshaping the foreign policy of the United States and making Venezuela a more acceptable--or seemingly more acceptable--partner to the Trump administration than you would think, based on its internal policy and its external policy, it ought to be.

Dickerson: So immigration and deportation does provide an opportunity for diplomacy. And if the Trump administration were to play its cards right, it really could have influence. It's had influence in Venezuela, could have influence in other places where we're concerned about the politics, places where we're concerned about whether these countries have been willing to take our advice or accept our support, work with us in terms of trade. There is a real opportunity there. And I think with regard to Venezuela in particular, there was a deep desire on behalf of the current regime to bring back as many people as possible, to prevent the country from emptying out, as has been happening in the last few years. And so they're a little bit more open.

But one wonders why didn't some of the funds that--I mean, we're talking about money and diplomacy. It's two different things. But it isn't, at the same time. Could we have spent far less money on expanding our enforcement infrastructure in the United States and spent, instead, a bit on negotiating with countries to help them, whether it's change and improve human-rights conditions that we're concerned about, improve democratic freedoms and openness, perhaps even build reception centers for welcoming people who are willing to go home? Because there are just simply logistical concerns about accepting large numbers of deportees, as well.

So you're right that deportation, and immigration, really, it does open a diplomatic door. And the question is: How well will the administration manage those conversations? They've been very clumsy, as you know, and have lots of times blown up. And that's not usually an effective way to improve relations here.

Frum: Here's the last topic area I want to ask you about, which is this strange business of third-country deportations. Normally, the rule is you return people where they came from. And some of the places people who are here illegally come from are pretty nice. Like, if you come from Mexico, if you come from Brazil, if you come from Argentina, you know, obviously the United States offers higher wages, so that's attractive. But it's not so horrible to live in Mexico, Brazil, or Argentina. On the other hand, if you get here from North Korea, we shouldn't send you back. You're a genuine asylum-seeker refugee.

There seems to be growing a practice of taking people who come from one country and sending them back to a completely other country, often very far remote from any--like South Sudan, and what is someone who speaks Spanish supposed to do in South Sudan? It's hard for me. What is going on there? How is this justified? How prevalent is this practice? Is it growing?

Dickerson: Add this to the list of previously unfathomables, for the main reason that it's legally dubious. We have yet to have a final determination on these third-country deportations. They have been challenged in court and so far continue. But this was the Trump administration's kind of creative, if you will, way of leapfrogging the diplomatic hurdles that I mentioned earlier. Instead of convincing Colombia and Venezuela and Honduras and Guatemala and the Caribbean countries and all the places where deportees are coming from--instead of convincing all of them to accept their own nationals, simply go instead to, for example, El Salvador and convince them to take thousands of people from all over the world. It's easier. It's one negotiation instead of 20 or 25, but it is legally dubious. There is no precedent for, in large numbers--except for in very extreme and individualized cases--deporting people to countries that are not their own. And so, yes, it is growing because we've never done it en masse before.

And it's still being challenged in court and will continue to be. It's hard for me to see a world in which ultimately this practice stands up, because it challenges the sovereignty of the home country of the deportee and that of [the country] that's receiving these deportees. I mean, it really questions: What is nationality? What is citizenship? If you don't have travel documents, and you don't have permission to move from one place to another, how valid are these borders that we're working to uphold? So it is, you know, underway for the first time, but--

Frum: It would be already bad enough if you took somebody who's here from Venezuela, put them on a plane to El Salvador, opened the door, and said, Bye. There's the bus to town. Hope you have some El Salvadoran money with you. But we're not doing even that. We're saying, Oh, and then we're putting you in a prison in El Salvador forever without any trial, or any show--I mean, we have an allegation you've done something wrong. But normally, in America or anyone under American jurisdiction, if we put you in a prison for the rest of your life, we prove that you've done something heinous to justify putting you in a prison for the rest of your life.

Dickerson: That's right. And that's a whole other legal problem with these third-country deportations--not just that we're sending people to a country they didn't come from, but that we're putting them into a situation where there is no clear form of due process, no clear way to ever get out of these facilities. And that, ultimately, is on our hands. These individuals have families who remain in the United States; will they go after the U.S. government? That's just one legal route that I can imagine being pursued among the many.

It's a reflection of something that I reported a lot on during the first Trump administration, which is that the apparatus of people in the White House who are focused on deporting as many people as possible--they're led, as we know, by Stephen Miller, who has been focused on the immigration for more than 10 years in Washington and has really studied the federal code in and out for legal ways of deporting people, but has also spent a lot of time with other lawyers, racking their brains about ways that are untested, that are unprecedented, that we don't know to be legal to deport as many people as possible.

It's a real creative exercise that they have constantly underway. And they're not afraid to try something, even when lawyers are cautioning that it may not hold up in court. That's part of the strategy, is: Try something new, and even if it ends up being shut down, you might be able to achieve some of your goal, because those legal cases take time. So they might be able to deport thousands of people through these third-country deportations, and even if ultimately the practices end, they'll be a little bit closer to the ultimate goal. They don't see that as a bad thing.

Frum: But there's one thing that they're not doing, because it takes a lot of creativity, but it's the most obvious thing to do. And the thing that would work best is the thing they don't want to do, which is: Instead of sending ICE agents in bandanas, you send a team of accountants to large employers in the home-building and meatpacking industry, say, Let's see--we don't have to see any people here. We want to see your files, Mr. Employer. Let's go through the files. It doesn't look like you've done the procedures right, and here's your half-million-dollar fine.

And eventually, the home builder or the construction company or the meatpacking owner: I guess we should check people's status. And once the word goes out to all those people who are risking their lives, whom you so courageously traveled with, they're acting as rational economic actors because they know if you get across the line, you might be deported, but you will still be able to get a job. Because they, in fact, even now--this crackdown administration is not doing serious work with the forensic accounting and the finding of employers, because that's off limits in Republican Congress.

Dickerson: It's exactly right, a really important point. I'm glad that you brought it up, and another big question for me that I raise about this massive investment of money to carry out immigration enforcement. I don't think it's necessary. It's not rocket science to find undocumented immigrants in the United States. We know the businesses that they tend to work for. They're on virtually all of the farms and dairies in the United States that require manual labor. They're in restaurant kitchens. They're caring for elders in assisted-living facilities and in our homes. They're landscaping. They're cleaning. They're working in other hospitality jobs.

This is readily available information, and it does not require complex spyware technology in order to track people down, but it would require employer accountability. And the Trump administration is already butting up against that, already getting pushback from the agriculture industry, from the hotel industry. It's been reported that Trump himself has had undocumented workers on his properties. Because we know what industries rely on them so heavily, and we do continue, to this day as a country, to send a deeply mixed message to immigrants. At the same time that you hear politicians in the news saying, Do not come to the United States, or touting the deportation campaign that's underway now, the jobs are always there, and I think it's confusing for people. But at the end of the day, their decision is led by that rational economic thinking that you pointed out--that even though there is a risk, there's also a very clear desire for their presence.

And when people get to the United States, it always amazes me how quickly they're employed. People will be employed within a week; they'll have something, and then within a month they'll have something better, and then within two months they'll have two or three jobs because the need is so extreme. And so that is something that the Trump administration is going to have to face. The tension between its goal and its economic interest is going to come up again and again, and is going to break at some point.

Frum: So here's the last thing I want to ask you: As you look back on your trip on foot on the immigration route, do you have any, at this distance in time, later reflections on what you saw and what it meant?

Dickerson: That's a big one. I mean, there were so many different things going on in the Darien Gap. Because I was reporting on people who were fleeing all different types of circumstances, from the Venezuelan regime to economic constraints to climate change, all of them kind of come to a head with regard to immigration.

I think I can say that--you alluded to this a little bit earlier--in a previous time, what's happened in Venezuela politically would have made Venezuelans kind of the ideal asylee in the United States. As much as asylum exists as kind of a benevolent force, it's also a diplomatic tool, in a way, of showing to the world that our form of government is the best form of government, that a free democracy--a capitalist free democracy--is the best system. That's how the United States has positioned the asylum and refugee resettlement historically, and yet the opposition to the massive, massive amount of migration from Venezuela was obviously much stronger than the diplomatic interest that may have existed in past decades.

A lot of that relates to social media and to the ease of movement and access to movement that didn't exist in decades past and that does now. I mean, there are so many different groups that have capitalized on smuggling, on moving people from country to country, because these systems that attempt to control migration have been ineffective.

Maybe a final thought--and this is in my reporting about the Darien Gap, but I still believe it to be true--is that when you go about trying to control migration, as we have, through simply law enforcement and punishment, and trying to close holes by pressuring other countries to revoke access to visas, all trying to stop people from ultimately reaching the United States, what's happened instead of discouraging migration is private industry has popped up. People have figured out ways to make lots of money by getting people through and getting them into the United States.

And so I think--I go back again and again, in my Darien Gap reporting and in many stories that I've done, to the idea that immigration policy really has to be holistic. You can't ever be successful by focusing on one thing. So it's not just detention and deportation, as you said. It's turning toward American employers who employ undocumented immigrants, and really, I think, toward the country having an honest conversation about our need for immigrant work and an honest conversation about our relationship to immigrants.

I think there are a lot of Americans in the United States who think that, in general, they may support mass deportation except for the one friend they have at church or except for their daughter's mother, who they think is an exception--their one connection to somebody who doesn't have legal status. And these people in our lives and in our communities aren't exceptions. They're the rule. They're in every community. We all have relationships and connections to them. And so we just need to have a more honest conversation as a country about that in order to come up with a law-enforcement infrastructure that's effective and a diplomatic strategy that's effective and a way of allowing people in the United States who live and work here and don't break the law to live as full people, with rights and protections and not live in the state of terror that many are now, because of this sort of chaotic and disorganized sweep that we are seeing and that we've just handed a massive paycheck to this with this One Big Beautiful Bill Act.

Frum: Caitlin Dickerson, thank you so much for your time today. Thank you for your work for The Atlantic. You're a star among us all. Thank you. Bye-bye.

Dickerson: Thanks so much, David.

[Music]

Frum: Thank you to Caitlin Dickerson for joining me today on The David Frum Show. Before I sign off, I want to make a personal announcement--not something I often do on this platform, but just this one time. Those of you who are watching the program as opposed to listening to it will have noticed over my shoulder a photograph of my daughter Miranda, who died in February 2024. I keep the photograph there to show the world what is in my heart and in my head, and that Miranda is always with me and that I'm always thinking of her. That sad news this week has been relieved by some happy news: My wife, Danielle, and I would like to welcome to planet Earth a new granddaughter, Abigail, born to my son, Nat, and his wife, Isabel, our daughter-in-law in New York City, on August 14. This is the first piece of happy news my family has had in a long time, and I can't help but share it with the audience and friends of The David Frum Show.

Thanks to The Picton Gazette for their hospitality for this program. Thanks to the production team here at The David Frum Show. As always, the best way to support the work of this program, and of all of us at The Atlantic, is by subscribing to The Atlantic and also by sharing and liking this program on whatever audio or visual platform you may use to help us to get out the word.

We're trying to do something here that's a little different from what many podcasts do: We're trying to talk to smart people about subjects they know about. That's an unusual path, but we think it's worth a try.

See you next week on The David Frum Show. I'm David Frum.

[Music]

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

I'm David Frum. Thank you for listening.
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Western Nations Are Taking a Key Step Toward a Two-State Solution

International recognition of a Palestinian state isn't just symbolic.

by Hussein Ibish




France, Britain, Canada, Australia, and Malta all say they are preparing to recognize a state of Palestine at the upcoming United Nations General Assembly in September. They would join another 147 UN countries that already do so. In some senses, the move is symbolic: It will not change the realities on the ground in the Middle East, at least not in the short term. But it is a major step nonetheless.

No Israeli-Palestinian "peace process" is currently under way, the countries pledging recognition noted in their statements. This is because Israel refuses to speak with the diplomatic representative of the Palestinian people, the Palestine Liberation Organization. In effect, Israel has held the PLO and its subsidiaries--the Palestinian Authority in the West Bank and the Fatah political party--responsible for the actions of all Palestinians, including the PLO's extremist archrival, Hamas. (The United States, for its part, has never had a bilateral relationship with the Palestinians.)

The struggle for Palestinian statehood has been long and arduous. The PLO and PA, to be sure, have sometimes gotten in their own way. In the West Bank, the PA has overseen a corrupt system that leaves little space for civil society. And the PLO has squandered several potential opportunities to pursue statehood, especially an overture in 2008 by then-Israeli Prime Minister Ehud Olmert. But both groups have maintained a commitment to negotiation over violence, and have honored the 1993 recognition of Israel by Yasser Arafat, the PLO's former leader. The Western nations' formal acknowledgment of a Palestinian state under the leadership of the PLO will boost the idea that this kind of diplomacy, rather than the armed struggle of Hamas, is the path that can actually result in Palestinian independence and citizenship for the stateless millions in the occupied territories.

From the December 2024 issue: My hope for Palestine

International recognition will do as much to rebuke Hamas's maximalist demands as it will those of the Israeli right, dealing a blow to expansionist aspirations in the West Bank, the only territory that has any realistic chance of becoming a Palestinian state.



The Israeli-Palestinian conflict has long been characterized by a basic asymmetry: The international recognition of Jewish national rights in Palestine has never been matched by a demand for Palestinian national rights. This was the case as far back as the British government's 1917 Balfour Declaration and the British mandate for Palestine, which took effect several years later.

Palestinians may have had an opportunity in 1947 to create their state through a UN partition resolution. In retrospect, they should have accepted the proposal, but their rejection at the time is understandable. Jews made up about 33 percent of the population and owned a mere 6 percent of privately held land in Mandatory Palestine; the UN partition resolution would have allotted the proposed Jewish state more than 56 percent of the territory. Two decades later--after multiple wars--Israel declared itself a state that would come to control the entire territory, including East Jerusalem, the West Bank, and the Gaza Strip, all of which have populations that are majority Palestinian Arab. Roughly 800,000 Palestinians were expelled or fled in 1947 and 1948, followed by another 300,000 in 1967. Almost none have been allowed to return.

In 1968, Palestinians resurrected an independence movement that wrested decision making away from Egypt and other Arab countries that had been humiliated in the Six-Day War. Their crushing defeat gave Palestinians a measure of self-determination through the establishment of a renewed autonomous PLO. In the '80s, the PLO evolved into the vehicle of a drastically reduced Palestinian aspiration: the establishment of an independent Palestinian state in East Jerusalem, the West Bank, and the Gaza Strip, all territories Israel had occupied since 1967.   The First Intifada, or "uprising," against Israeli rule in the occupied territories, which began in 1987, gave the PLO an opportunity to greatly expand its presence there, but it also seeded a new group of rivals, the Muslim fundamentalists of Hamas.

A breakthrough seemed possible in the aftermath of the Cold War. In 1993, PLO Chairman Yasser Arafat wrote to Israeli Prime Minister Yitzhak Rabin affirming that, on behalf of the Palestinian people, the PLO recognized Israel and its right to exist free from attacks and threats. Rabin responded with a letter to Arafat recognizing the PLO as a legitimate interlocutor and undertaking to negotiate with it. But he didn't recognize a state of Palestine, and the 1993 Oslo Accords with Israel did not specify the goal of Palestinian statehood or acknowledge the Palestinians' right to a state. In the summer of 2000, U.S. President Bill Clinton convened a summit at Camp David. Accounts vary on what Israel, then led by Prime Minister Ehud Barak, offered. But the Palestinians who attended came away convinced that they were being asked to accept an archipelago of quasi-independent Bantustans within a greater Israel. Because of an internal leadership crisis, among other failings, the Palestinians presented no detailed counteroffer. And Clinton entirely backed Israel.

The violent Second Intifada against Israeli rule in the occupied territories began on September 28, 2000. Nonetheless, negotiations resumed that fall. In late December, Clinton unveiled what is still the most reasonable framework yet proposed for an agreement that would end the conflict. But Israel suspended the negotiations pending elections early in 2001. The right-wing former General Ariel Sharon became prime minister, and the talks were not resumed.

In subsequent years, some hopeful signs for Palestinian statehood persisted. In 2002, President George W. Bush endorsed establishing a Palestinian state, and his administration voted for UN Security Council Resolution 1397, which, for the first time, explicitly called for two states "side by side within secure and recognized borders." Palestinian divisions intensified, however, after the 2005-06 elections resulted in the acrimonious pairing of a Fatah/PLO leader, Mahmoud Abbas, with a Hamas-dominated Parliament. In 2007, Hamas violently seized control of Gaza, precipitating a split with the West Bank that continues to this day.

Jeffrey Goldberg: Sinwar's march of folly

The Palestinians had one more potential chance at statehood through negotiations. In 2008, Olmert, the Israeli prime minister, offered an agreement that the PLO, led by Abbas, considered broadly reasonable. However, Abbas doubted that Olmert was speaking on behalf of Israel, or even his own government, given that most members of his cabinet reportedly opposed his proposal. Moreover, the Palestinian negotiators could not get anything in writing. The deal also included Palestinian concessions on issues such as refugees, and Abbas ran the political risk of being seen to accept concessions while ultimately being left with nothing if Israel didn't follow through. Neither Olmert nor Abbas was willing to take the issue directly to the Israeli public, and the negotiations fizzled.

Since that time, Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu has dominated the Israeli political scene and dedicated himself to preventing any movement toward Palestinian statehood. He exploited the rift between Fatah in the West Bank and Hamas in Gaza, seeking to keep both in power and at each other's throats, and thereby unable to advance their respective visions of independence. The Hamas attack of October 7, 2023, betrayed the folly of this policy. But it also hardened the position of the Israeli right that to live next to any Palestinian state would be an intolerable security risk. In the nearly two years that war has raged in Gaza, Netanyahu has become ever more explicit in his refusal of a two-state solution. Just last month, he ruled out the prospect of Palestinian statehood, saying that it would only serve as a platform for the elimination of Israel.



The Israelis claim that recognition would reward Hamas and terrorism. But the opposite is true. Pretty much the only thing Hamas and Fatah agree on is that they are all Palestinians. Other than that, the disagreements are almost total: The PLO is a secular national movement that still seeks a negotiated peace with Israel through diplomacy, and to establish a small Palestinian state in the occupied territories. Hamas is an Islamist party and militia that wants a theocratic Muslim government in not just the occupied territories but also what is now Israel. In Palestinian politics, the binary is so stark that virtually anything that strengthens one group weakens the other.

Recognizing a Palestinian state under the authority of the PLO harms Hamas and rewards the patient diplomacy and commitment to peace of its rivals in Fatah. Already, the PLO has benefited from an apparently minor change in its status at the UN in 2012, from "observer" to "non-member observer state." This gave it standing at the International Criminal Court and suggests what international recognition--something Israel cannot take away--can accomplish: the potential protection of key multilateral instruments and institutions, and thus the potential frustration of Israeli ambitions for further annexation.

While the world's eyes have been fixed on the horrors of war in Gaza, far-right Israeli officials, led by Finance Minister Bezalel Smotrich, have effectively taken charge of the West Bank, where they are stoking conflict by encouraging right-wing settlers to confront Palestinian villagers. When Donald Trump won the U.S. presidency last year, Smotrich celebrated, saying that the opportunity had come to annex the West Bank. The Israeli military has displaced 40,000 Palestinians in the territory, according to the United Nations, and extremist settlers have continued to harass and attack villagers.

International recognition of Palestinian statehood could seriously complicate Israel's designs on the West Bank. Britain has said that it will recognize Palestine if the Gaza war continues into September, but France and Canada appear focused on discouraging Israeli annexation in the West Bank. Each is sending a clear message to Israel: End the war in Gaza, and more important, do not expand formalized control of the West Bank, the only territory that could become a true state for Palestinians.

Pushing back against Israeli annexation efforts is crucial to reviving the possibility of a two-state solution. Canada, Australia, Britain, France, and Malta are not asking or expecting Israel to withdraw from the West Bank tomorrow. But they clearly understand the danger that further settlement there poses to the Palestinian independence movement. Netanyahu and his allies know this too. Smotrich has his eyes firmly on annexation, having recently announced new settlements surrounding Jerusalem that he says will "bury" any potential for a Palestinian state.

The world must act as if a two-state solution is not merely necessary, but possible. International recognition of a Palestinian state is a key start. Without such a state alongside Israel, these two beleaguered peoples, the whole region, and the entire world will be sentenced to further decades, and possibly centuries, of bloodshed and oppression. Shrugging, walking away, and accepting this outcome cannot be an option.
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She Has No Autonomy. Can She Be Happy?

Kate Riley's perceptive debut novel, <em>Ruth</em>, depicts the life of a woman in a repressive sect without an ounce of sanctimony.

by Hillary Kelly




The community, or, as its members call it, the Dorf, has everything a person might need. It has a medical center and a kitchen, a "Babyhouse" for child care, and a "Laundryhouse" for the obvious. The Steward acquires food provisions for the Dorf's hundreds of residents, and every Saturday afternoon, the wives walk over to Stores to pick up their family's weekly grocery allotment. (There's even a sauna for shvitzing, though the members wouldn't use that word.) As a child, the titular character of Kate Riley's debut novel, Ruth, can't conceive of a life outside this "complete ecosystem." But as an adult, she wonders whether anyone can endure a life without the one thing the community doesn't provide: any room for the self.

The Brotherhood, the Anabaptist Christian sect that occupies the Dorf, can easily be explained in terms of what it forbids. To start, there are no bicycles or ball games, no mirrors larger than the palm of one's hand, and almost no personal property. At one point, when the Dorf merges with another colony, candles, musical instruments, and dolls are added to the list of verboten items; Ruth's mother replaces her doll with a knot of terry cloth in the middle of the night. The group's primary rule, The First Law of Rossdorf, states, "There must never be talk, either in open remarks or in insinuation, against a brother or a sister, against their individual characteristics--under no circumstances behind the person's back. Talking in one's own family is no exception." Even critical opinions are forbidden among Ruth's people.

What an institution like the Dorf celebrates can be harder to define for those who grew up in a highly individualistic culture. Yet Ruth, a generous coming-of-age story, portrays this cloistered place sympathetically, if often with a wink. The Dorf, we learn, has a zeal for sing-alongs (though not a talent for them). Its inhabitants share a heartwarming penchant for making floral arches on special occasions. Inventive elementary-school teachers bury a cow's skeleton so the children can excavate it like archaeologists. And much to the reader's pleasure, the Dorf has Ruth--a very creative woman raised inside a group that enforces uniformity. She's a wit, a half-hearted troublemaker, the kind of woman who takes a pound of meat at a hotel buffet just because she can. And though her life lacks the things that many women in contemporary fiction want--agency, freedom, maternal bonds, a romantic match--it is also delightfully normal, relatable in its small joys and frustrations.

Ruth is arranged in a series of almost-irreverent vignettes, which date from Ruth's early childhood in the 1960s through her middle age. The through line is the author's refusal to look at the Brotherhood from the outside in; Riley isn't some voyeur watching a house on a summer night just after the lights come on. Instead, she puts the reader right alongside Ruth. The third-person narrative voice is Ruth's great achievement--its constant vacillation between droll superiority and unabashed earnestness makes it hard for the reader to determine whether they know better than the characters or if, in fact, they have quite a lot to learn from them.

Read: The conservative women radicalizing Amish literature

The novel is full of Ruth's deadpan delivery and intellectual verve. She is precocious, and a ham; she holds "a monopoly on brainy female despair." She is also never offered a choice in any meaningful decisions about her life. Although she earns copious college credits while in high school, the colony's elders send her off on a cooking course after graduation. When that proves less than fruitful--Ruth excels only in "the dark art of aspic," turning sundry meats into jellies--they move her into stenography and archival work, like some sort of late-19th-century typewriter girl. She silently harbors a crush on Calvin Winslow, a fellow lover of Dostoyevsky, but is paired for marriage with Alan Feder, a man whose first reported words of intimacy with his new wife are "I'm a very cautious driver." In fact, Ruth learns of their engagement only when Alan approaches her and speaks to her unbidden, something that does not happen between unmarried men and women on the Dorf. Most galling to me is the scene in which Ruth, freshly delivered of her third child and ripe for another bout of postpartum depression, expresses the fervent hope that they might name the new baby girl "Idea"--"it meant her favorite thing." But she awakens from a short nap to learn, without explanation, that her husband has called the baby Gretel. She does not protest.

Riley might have cast such a group as brutally anti-feminist, the novelistic equivalent of the polygamist compound in the HBO series Big Love, where girls are heavily groomed by the community's elders and poverty prevents them from leaving. In another book, Miriam Toews's novel Women Talking, which is based on a true story, a group of Mennonite women debates whether to flee their isolated community--or stay and fight--after a group of men are caught drugging and raping them. The young women in Emma Cline's The Girls, about a Manson-like cult in 1960s California, are trapped by their sadness and shoddy sense of self, which the group's charismatic leader can sniff out and utilize to his own violent ends. Happiness isn't even on the horizon for the women in these stories. The question, instead, is whether they will escape their captors.

But Ruth is not a novel about whether a dissatisfied woman ought to stay or leave. That dichotomy would sound overly simplistic to Ruth's ears. When a friend from cooking school visits the Dorf and, after some polite chatter, hard-whispers to Ruth, "You've got to get out of here," the lingering feeling is awkwardness, not desperation--Ruth worries she'll be pitied. Because Ruth does know the outside world and never considers living in it. She attends an American public high school and experiences its highs and lows. (Imagine the emotional peril of attending homeroom in a modest, pleated floor-length homemade skirt with matching vest and bloomers in 1977.) She accompanies Alan to conferences at Midwest hotels and is an ardent news consumer. The Dorf is open enough to American culture that at one point her young daughter colors in a printout of Tupac Shakur.

Instead of a tale of entrapment or escape, Ruth is a story about how a woman full of longing can operate inside a collective that shuns the very notion of wanting. Riley's great trick is to tap into the anodyne, to make Ruth a woman whose concerns--about her husband's grating tics, the disintegration of her favorite dress, the inscrutable demands of the patriarchy operating above her--are essentially universal, even if their specifics might strike some readers as alien.

To get by, Ruth operates in two modes: "Cheerful, she made mischief, and mournful, she destroyed." The mischief is minor but searching. In middle age, she begins to ask the servers at communal dinners for inventive, if far-fetched, methods of food delivery: "her soup in an envelope, her ice cream on an Egyptian litter." Later she discovers her "calling"--that is, a trifling talent that the community's leader will let her pursue--drawing flippant cartoons and messages on the dining-room whiteboard ("Jesus sez 'Do not worry'--Matthew 6:25").

Read: When a single conversation can mean life or death

The destruction is often bleakly funny, as when Ruth is so dispirited by her dullard of a husband that she sits in the passenger seat of the car, makes eye contact with passing strangers, and tries to look "like a woman abducted." Occasionally the desolation is real, and it might feel familiar for many women: long afternoons spent in bed, sometimes weeks at a time--at one point leading to the removal of her children from her care. She is given to secret bouts of crying.

Then again, other moments are shot through with radiant pleasure. There are her three children, whom she loves "as she was meant to love her neighbors, as herself." On spring days, when "the larks leap in the sky," she wakes "with a deepening courtesy for life, hers particularly." And she has Island of the Blue Dolphins, a children's book about a girl trapped alone on an island, which she reads repeatedly instead of cleaning, imagining herself living in the girl's whalebone hut with her dog for a companion. This is a telling fantasy--to feel more content in one's dreamed aloneness than in real society.

Is Ruth happy? Can she be--without personal property, without the ability to express fondness for her own children over others, without a suitable outlet for her cutting intellect and great expectations? Could anyone find happiness when their spouse and job are selected for them, their preferences assiduously repressed, even their dress patterns and fabrics decided by committee? Well, perhaps.

Happiness, it turns out, feels much the same on the Dorf as it does in any big city or small town. It's fleet as a fox and changeable as a mood. Sometimes it appears in the form of a coveted bottle of floral-scented hair conditioner or a favorite dessert. Sometimes it feels like the sound of an ill-tempered child or a snoring husband. Sometimes it is tantalizingly out of reach--just as it can be for any woman.
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The Dangerous Legal Strategy Coming for Our Books

Our picture book was pulled from library shelves in Florida. The argument being used to defend the ban threatens the right to read.

by Justin Richardson, Peter Parnell




A decade ago, when the government of Singapore announced its decision to pulp every copy of our picture book, And Tango Makes Three, in the nation's libraries, we felt profoundly lucky. Not for the pulping--that was alarming--but for the fact that the First Amendment guaranteed that this could never happen in America.

We're not feeling quite so lucky anymore.

In 2023, our book was one of thousands pulled from library shelves around the country, and as we write, an evolving legal strategy being used to defend many such bans threatens to upend decades of precedent preserving the right to read. The danger this doctrine poses to free speech should worry us all--even those who would rather their children not learn about gay penguins.

In Tango, a pair of male chinstrap penguins in the Central Park Zoo become parents when a kindhearted zookeeper gives them an egg to hatch. (The story is both true and personal to us; when we wrote it, we were also trying to have a child.) Tango turned 20 in June, and for many of its years in print, it has been one of the most frequently challenged books in America. But until recently, it had never actually been removed from the collection of a public-school library, or any public library for that matter. That's because of a 1982 Supreme Court decision establishing that freedom of speech includes the right to access the speech of others through their books. Every challenge to a public-library book since has been subject to the Court's ruling that officials may not remove a book simply because they disagree with its viewpoint.

Read: Book bans are targeting the history of oppression

Things started to change for us when a teacher in Escambia County, Florida, complained that the goal of Tango was the "indoctrination" of students through an "LGBTQ agenda using penguins." A committee responsible for reviewing educational materials for the county disagreed, concluding that the story teaches valuable lessons about science and tolerance and is appropriate for students of all ages. But the school board balked at the book's message of acceptance. As one board member put it, "The fascination is still on that it's two male penguins raising a chick." Escambia pulled Tango from its school libraries, which serve roughly 40,000 children.

We sued Escambia in federal court for viewpoint discrimination (the case is ongoing). In casting about for a way to defend the ban, the school board landed on the theory that library books represent "government speech." The government, the board explained, has its own First Amendment rights and must be allowed to speak as it wishes. Thus, it can remove any library book it finds objectionable for any reason.

When we first heard this argument, we thought it was absurd. But government-speech doctrine is not new. It was invoked by the Supreme Court in 2009, for example, to allow a Utah town to refuse to install a religious monument in a public park, and again in 2015 to permit the state of Texas to refuse to issue certain specialty license plates. Roughly speaking, the doctrine holds that any action deemed "government speech" is immune to the First Amendment claims of those whose speech is being censored.

No court had ever found that library books represent government speech before May of this year, when the United States Court of Appeals for the Fifth Circuit swept aside decades of precedent, including its own previous decisions, to allow the removal of 17 books--Isabel Wilkerson's Caste, Maurice Sendak's In the Night Kitchen, and Jazz Jennings's Being Jazz, among others--from the public libraries of Llano County, Texas. Seven judges in the majority agreed that "a library's collection decisions are government speech and therefore not subject to Free Speech challenge." And with that, the books were gone.

The ruling will likely be appealed, and many expect that the Supreme Court will eventually have to decide whether the welter of books and opinions found in every public-library collection represents private speech that the government cannot suppress or government speech that it can censor as it wishes. Imagine the implications if the Court decides the latter. With each new school board, town council, or presidential election, a new set of books deemed out of step with the winner's political agenda could be swept off the shelves. The government could choose with impunity to destroy any book it dislikes, whether On the Origin of Species or the Bible. The censorship of other forms of speech in public settings could soon follow.

Concern over the expanding use of government-speech claims is not limited to liberals. No less a conservative than Justice Samuel Alito has warned that the doctrine "is susceptible to dangerous misuse." When the Supreme Court decided that Texas could censor specialty license plates, Alito issued a stinging dissent decrying what he saw as the doctrine's encroachment on individual liberties. "Here is a test," he offered: Imagine yourself next to a highway watching the license plates pass--plates variously honoring colleges, clubs, athletes, and cheeseburgers. "As you sat there watching these plates speed by, would you really think that the sentiments reflected in these specialty plates are the views of the State of Texas and not those of the owners of the cars?"

And what if you walked into your child's school library and saw on its shelves Harry Potter, Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, and Captain Underpants; the writings of James Baldwin and William F. Buckley Jr., Karl Marx and Adam Smith, Philip Roth, Laura Ingalls Wilder, and Alison Bechdel? Would you really think that each of these books expressed the views of your government?

Read: Read the books that schools want to ban

We are not legal scholars. We are a playwright and a psychiatrist who wrote a children's book about penguins. We cannot know how the justices of the Supreme Court might parse the precedents and the details of a case like ours if and when it reaches their bench. But we know where library books come from, and we know what they are for. They are not made by the government. They do not speak the government's mind. Even small elementary-school collections speak in hundreds of disparate voices offering a wealth of perspectives on our children's lives and their world--perspectives that all children deserve to hear.

Our daughter is one of them. Bans such as the one on Tango have marched for the past few years under the banner of "parents' rights." We're parents too. And as the fathers of a now-16-year-old girl, we are determined to defend our daughter's right to read and write and say what she wishes.

Eleven years ago, we followed the Singapore ban from a distant position of privilege that we now find embarrassing. Today, we hope Americans can learn from that example. In a nation where public demonstrations are tightly policed, hundreds of parents stood up to the government's threat to destroy our book. On a July afternoon, they brought their young children--some in strollers, others holding their stuffies--along with copies of our book and others like it, to the steps of the National Library Building. They sat down and read to their kids. Their quietly powerful protest made international news, and the Singapore government backed down.

As we await decisions in our case and others like it across the country, we would do well to remember the value of putting our own voices to use, even or especially when the government would speak over us.
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A Letter to America's Discarded Public Servants

You all deserved better.

by William J. Burns




Dear Colleagues,

For three and a half decades as a career diplomat, I walked across the lobby of the State Department countless times--inspired by the Stars and Stripes and humbled by the names of patriots etched into our memorial wall. It was heartbreaking to see so many of you crossing that same lobby in tears following the reduction in force in July, carrying cardboard boxes with family photos and the everyday remains of proud careers in public service. After years of hard jobs in hard places--defusing crises, tending alliances, opening markets, and helping Americans in distress--you deserved better.

The same is true for so many other public servants who have been fired or pushed out in recent months: the remarkable intelligence officers I was proud to lead as CIA director, the senior military officers I worked with every day, the development specialists I served alongside overseas, and too many others with whom we've served at home and abroad.

The work you all did was unknown to many Americans, rarely well understood or well appreciated. And under the guise of reform, you all got caught in the crossfire of a retribution campaign--of a war on public service and expertise.

Those of us who have served in public institutions understand that serious reforms are overdue. Of course we should remove bureaucratic hurdles that prevent agencies like the State Department from operating efficiently. But there is a smart way and a dumb way to tackle reform, a humane way and an intentionally traumatizing way.

If today's process were truly about sensible reform, career officers--who typically rotate roles every few years--wouldn't have been fired simply because their positions have fallen out of political favor.

If this process were truly about sensible reform, crucial experts in technology or China policy in whom our country has invested so much wouldn't have been pushed out.

If this process were truly about reform, it would have addressed not only the manifestations of bloat and inefficiencies but also their causes--including congressionally mandated budget items.

And if this process were truly about sensible reform, you and your families wouldn't have been treated with gleeful indignity. One of your colleagues, a career diplomat, was given just six hours to clear out his office. "When I was expelled from Russia," he said, "at least Putin gave me six days to leave."

No, this is not about reform. It is about retribution. It is about breaking people and breaking institutions by sowing fear and mistrust throughout our government. It is about paralyzing public servants--making them apprehensive about what they say, how it might be interpreted, and who might report on them. It is about deterring anyone from daring to speak truth to power.

I served six presidents: three Republicans and three Democrats. It was my duty to faithfully implement their decisions, even when I didn't agree with them. Career public servants have a profound obligation to execute the decisions of elected leaders, whether we voted for them or not; that discipline is essential to any democratic system.

Many of your fellow officers purged at the State Department were doing just that--faithfully executing decisions that ran contrary to their professional advice and preferences. They may not have supported the cancellation of Fulbright scholarships, the resettlement of Afrikaners, the expulsion of the Afghan partners who fought and bled with us for two decades, but they implemented those policies anyway. Still, those officers were fired.

Tensions between elected political leaders and career public servants are hardly new. Each of the presidents I served harbored periodic concerns about the reliability and sluggishness of government bureaucracy. Although individual officers could be remarkably resourceful, the State Department as an institution was rarely accused of being too agile or too full of initiative. There is a difference, however, between fixing bureaucratic malaise and hammering professional public servants into politicized robots.

Good on Paper: Maybe we do need DOGE

That's what autocrats do. They cow public servants into submission--and in doing so, they create a closed system that is free of opposing views and inconvenient concerns. Their policy making, their ability to realize their aims, suffers as a result.

Vladimir Putin's foolish decision to invade Ukraine in February 2022 offers a powerful example. Putin operated within a tight circle in the run-up to the war. He relied on a handful of long-serving advisers who either shared his flawed assumptions about Ukraine's ability to resist and the West's willingness to support it, or had learned a long time ago that it was not career-enhancing to question Putin's judgment. The results, especially in the first year of the war, were catastrophic for Russia.

For all its flaws and imperfections, our system still allows disciplined dissent--and it's better for it. Just as it is the duty of public servants to carry out orders we don't agree with, it is also our duty to be honest about our concerns within appropriate channels--or to resign if we can't in good conscience follow those orders. Sound decision making suffers if experts feel like they cannot offer their candid or contrary insights.

I could not have done my job as an ambassador, as a deputy secretary of state, or as the CIA director unless my colleagues were straightforward about their views. When I led secret talks with the Iranians more than a decade ago, I needed the unvarnished advice of diplomats and intelligence officers to help me navigate the complex world of nuclear programs and Iranian decision making. I needed colleagues to question my judgment sometimes, and offer creative, hard-nosed solutions.

There is a real danger in punishing dissent--not only to our profession, but to our country. Once you start, policy can become an extension of court politics, with little airing of alternative views or consideration of second- and third-order consequences.

Like some of you, I'm old enough to have lived through other efforts at reform and streamlining. After the end of the Cold War, budgets were cut significantly, and the Arms Control and Disarmament Agency and the U.S. Information Agency were absorbed into the State Department. Years later, when I was serving as the American ambassador in Moscow, we reduced staff by about 15 percent over three years. None of those was a perfect process, but they were conducted in a thoughtful way, respectful of public servants and their expertise.

Long before any of us served in government, amid the escalation of the Cold War, in the 1950s, McCarthyism provided a vivid example of an alternative approach, full of deliberate trauma and casual cruelty. A generation of China specialists was falsely accused of being Communist sympathizers and driven from the State Department, kneecapping American diplomacy toward Beijing for years. Today's "reform" process--at State and elsewhere across the federal government--bears much more resemblance to McCarthy's costly excesses than to any other era in which I've served. And it's much more damaging.

We live in a new era--one that is marked by major-power competition and a revolution in technology, and one that is more confusing, complicated, and combustible than any time before. I believe the United States still has a better hand to play than any of our rivals, unless we squander the moment and throw away some of our best cards. That's exactly what the current administration is doing.

We cannot afford to further erode the sources of our power at home and abroad. The demolition of institutions--the dismantling of USAID and Voice of America, the planned 50 percent reduction in the State Department's budget--is part of a bigger strategic self-immolation. We've put at risk the network of alliances and partnerships that is the envy of our rivals. We've even gutted the research funding that powers our economy.

If intelligence analysts at the CIA saw our rivals engage in this kind of great-power suicide, we would break out the bourbon. Instead, the sound we hear is of champagne glasses clinking in the Kremlin and Zhongnanhai.

Of course we should put our own national interests first. But winning in an intensely competitive world means thinking beyond narrowly defined self-interest and building coalitions that counterbalance our adversaries; it requires working together on "problems without passports" such as climate change and global health challenges, which no single country can solve on its own.

At our best, over the years I served in government, we were guided by enlightened self-interest, a balance of hard power and soft power. That's what produced victory in the Cold War, the reunification of Germany, the coalition success in Operation Desert Storm, peace in the Balkans, nuclear-arms-control treaties, and the defense of Ukraine against Putin's aggression. The bipartisan PEPFAR program is a shining example of America at its best--saving tens of millions of people from the deadly threat of HIV/AIDS while also fostering some measure of stability in sub-Saharan Africa, establishing wider trust in American leadership, and keeping Americans safe.

We weren't always at our best, or always especially enlightened, as we stumbled into protracted and draining conflicts in Afghanistan and Iraq, or when we didn't press allies hard enough to contribute their fair share. Criticism of the current administration should not obscure any of that, or suggest a misplaced nostalgia for an imperfect past.

From the December 2022 issue: George Packer on a new theory of American power

The growing danger today, however, is that we're focused exclusively on the "self" part of enlightened self-interest--at the expense of the "enlightened" part. The threat we face is not from an imaginary "deep state" bent on undermining an elected president, but from a weak state of hollowed-out institutions and battered and belittled public servants, no longer able to uphold the guardrails of our democracy or help the United States compete in an unforgiving world. We won't beat hostile autocrats by imitating them.

Many years ago, when I was finishing graduate school and trying to figure out what I wanted to do with my professional life, my father sent me a note. He was a career Army officer, a remarkably decent man, and the best model of public service I have ever known. "Nothing can make you prouder," my dad wrote, "than to serve your country with honor." I've spent the past 40 years learning the truth in his advice.

I am deeply proud to have served alongside so many of you. Your expertise and your often quietly heroic public service have made an immeasurable contribution to the best interests of our country. You swore an oath--not to a party or a president, but to the Constitution. To the people of the United States.

To protect us. To defend us. To keep us safe.

You've fulfilled your oath, just as those still serving in government are trying their best to fulfill theirs. So will the next generation of public servants.

All of us have a profound stake in shaping their inheritance. I worry about how much damage we will do in the meantime. There is still a chance that the next generation will serve in a world where we curb the worst of our current excesses--stop betraying the ideals of public service, stop firing experts just because their statistics are unwelcome, and stop blowing up institutions that matter to our future. There is still a chance that the next generation could be present at the creation of a new era for America in the world, in which we're mindful of our many strengths but more careful about overreach.

There is, sadly, room for doubt about those chances. At this pivotal moment, there's a growing possibility that we will inflict so much damage on ourselves and our place in the world that those future public servants will instead find themselves present at the destruction--a self-inflicted, generational setback to American leadership and national security.

But what I do not doubt is the abiding importance of public service, and the value of what you have done with yours. And I know that you will continue to serve in different ways, helping to stand watch over our great experiment, even as too many of our elected leaders seem to be turning their backs on it.

With appreciation to you and your families,








This article appears in the October 2025 print edition with the headline "You Deserved Better."
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Trump Keeps Defending Russia

The president sees the Ukraine war through Kremlin-tinted glasses.

by Tom Nichols




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

Donald Trump loves to speak extemporaneously, and usually, he makes very little sense. (Sharks? The Unabomber? What?) Trying to turn his ramblings into a coherent message is like trying, as an old European saying goes, to turn fish soup back into an aquarium. But he is the president of the United States and holds the codes to some 2,000 nuclear weapons. When he speaks, his statements are both policy and a peek into the worldview currently governing the planet's sole superpower.

This morning, the commander in chief made clear that he does not understand the largest war in Europe, what started it, or why it continues. Worse, insofar as he does understand anything about Russia's attempted conquest of Ukraine, he seems to have internalized old pro-Moscow talking points that even the Kremlin doesn't bother with anymore.

The setting, as it so often is when Trump piles into a car with his thoughts and then goes full Thelma & Louise off a rhetorical cliff, was Fox & Friends. The Fox hosts, although predictably fawning, did their best to keep the president from the ledge, but when Trump pushes the accelerator, everyone goes along for the ride.

The subject, ostensibly, was Trump's supposed diplomatic triumph at yesterday's White House meeting with Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky and seven European leaders. The Fox hosts, of course, congratulated Trump--for what, no one could say--but that is part of the drill. A Trump interview on conservative media is something like a liturgy, with its predictable chants, its call-and-response moments, and its paternosters. Trump ran through the usual items: The war was Joe Biden's fault; the "Russia, Russia, Russia hoax"; the war never would have happened if Trump had been president. Unto ages of ages, amen.

But when the hosts asked specifically about making peace, the president of America sounded a lot like the president of Russia.

The war, Trump said, started because of Crimea and NATO. Considering his commitment to being a "peace president," Trump was oddly eager to castigate his predecessors for being weak: Crimea, he said, was handed over to Russian President Vladimir Putin by Barack Obama "without a shot fired." (Should Obama have fired some? No one asked.) Crimea, you see, is a beautiful piece of real estate, surrounded by water--I have been to Crimea, and I can confirm the president's evaluation here--and "Barack Hussein Obama gave it away." Putin, he said, got a "great deal" from Obama, and took it "like candy from a baby."

Trump did not explain how this putative land swindle led to Putin trying to seize all of Ukraine. But no matter; he quickly shifted to NATO, echoing the arguments of early Kremlin apologists and credulous Western intellectuals that Ukraine existed only as a "buffer" with the West, and that Putin was acting to forestall Ukraine joining NATO. Russia was right, Trump said, not to want the Western "enemy" on their border.

This might be the first time an American president has used Russia's language to describe NATO as an enemy. Perhaps Trump was simply trying to see the other side's point of view. He then added, however, that the war was sparked not only by NATO membership--which was not on the table anytime soon--but also by Ukrainian demands to return Crimea, which Trump felt were "very insulting" to Russia.

Trump is a bit behind on his pro-Kremlin talking points. The Russians themselves long ago largely abandoned any such blather about NATO and Crimea. Putin claimed early on that Ukraine was infested with Nazis--in the case of Zelensky, apparently Jewish Nazis--and that even if it weren't for NATO and Nazis, Ukraine is organically part of Russia and belongs under Kremlin rule. For three years, Putin has been slaughtering Ukrainian civilians to make the point that his Slavic brothers and sisters need to either accept that they are part of Russia, or die.

Trump then stumbled through a discussion of security guarantees, wandering off topic repeatedly while the hosts tried to shepherd him back to the safety of their questions. And then the president of the United States showed the entire world why the past few days of international diplomacy perhaps haven't been going so well, and why a delegation of European leaders had to parachute into Washington to stop him from doing something reckless.

"Look," Trump said, "everybody can play cute, and this and that, but Ukraine is gonna get their life back, they're gonna stop having people killed all over the place, and they're gonna get a lot of land."

Notice how the president described people getting killed as if mass death is just a natural disaster that no one has any control over. (Later, he added that he was in a hurry to get to a peace deal because thousands were dying each week--again, as if people were perishing from regularly scheduled earthquakes instead of Russian bombs.) His comment about Ukraine getting lots of land also betrays his default acceptance of Moscow's imperial demands: The land Trump is describing already belongs to Ukraine, and any deal that does not return all of it is a net loss. The American president, however, is speaking as if Kyiv should be grateful for the scraps of territory that Trump and Putin will grudgingly allow to fall from their table.

And then the discussion got worse. "Russia," Trump ruminated, "is a powerful military nation." (Well, yes.) "You know, whether people like it or not, it's a powerful nation. It's a much bigger nation," Trump said. "It's not a war that should have been started." (Again, a perfectly reasonable statement.) "You don't do that. You don't take on a nation that's 10 times your size."

Wait, what? Who doesn't take on a bigger nation? Who does Trump think began this war?

Trump's answers to the uneasy Fox courtiers summarized his belief that Ukraine, not Russia, was the aggressor, merely by refusing to roll over and hand its land and people to the Kremlin. The president seems to have embraced Putin's sly use of the term root causes (an expression Putin used again in Anchorage). When the Russian dictator says "root causes," he means Ukraine's continued existence as an independent nation, which Russia now views as the fundamental justification for its barbarism.

Trump then bumbled into several other verbal brambles, but none of them mattered as much as this revealing moment. Zelensky and Ukraine are the problem, and the rest is just an ongoing tragedy that the Ukrainians can end by being "flexible" and by putting their president in a room with the man conducting atrocities against them.

In the end, Trump even suggested that cutting through the knot of war in Ukraine could be the ticket to salvation. "If I can get to heaven," he said, "this will be one of the reasons," because he will be recognized, presumably, as one of the great peacemakers. As for Putin, Trump knows they can work together: "There's a warmth there," he said of his relationship with an indicted war criminal. Blessed, perhaps, are the warmongers.
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Trump's Half-Baked Approach to Negotiation

The president hasn't shown much interest in dealing with the messy details of diplomacy.

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.

On the surface, yesterday's White House summit on Ukraine showed an impressively unified front among President Donald Trump, major European leaders, and Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky. The participants all smiled and expressed optimism. Zelensky donned a suit, avoiding harangues like those he received over his military attire during his previous visit.

Yes, the leaders offered sometimes exaggerated praise for Trump, but the president also praised each of them in hyperbolic terms, and he had a few good lines, even if NATO Secretary General Mark Rutte laughed a little too hard at some of them.

The biggest division during the meeting was not about whether Trump is more sympathetic to Russia or Ukraine, the central question in the past. Instead, the disunity was over substance versus process. Trump appeared to treat the peace negotiation as basically a series of steps to be completed, while his counterparts were more focused on questions of cease-fires and security guarantees. This cleavage suggests that although European leaders appear to have succeeded--at least for now--in persuading Trump to move somewhat toward them and away from Russian President Vladimir Putin, turning that into a real peace will still be challenging.

For Trump, the answer to stopping the war appears to be getting the right sequence of meetings: First, he met with Putin; then he met with Zelensky; next, he will meet with both men and, he says, hammer out a deal. "We're going to try and work out a [trilateral meeting] after that and see if we can get it finished, put this to sleep," he said yesterday. (Zelensky was open to such a meeting yesterday. The White House said today that Putin has agreed as well, but the Kremlin has been publicly noncommittal.)

Zelensky and the other Europeans, meanwhile, were much more concerned about the details of what might come up at this eventual trilateral meeting, or along the way. For the pro-Ukraine bloc, the big victory from yesterday was a discussion of security guarantees for Ukraine--basically, assurances that once a peace deal is in place, allies will assist Ukraine if Russia restarts hostilities. Ursula von der Leyen, the president of the European Commission, discussed creating something similar to NATO's Article 5 mutual-defense agreement. But Trump was notably vague about what sort of commitments he might make.

Trump also wavered on the importance of a cease-fire. Prior to his summit with Putin in Alaska last week, Trump had insisted on a cessation of hostilities, which Putin flatly rejected. Now Trump seems to have given up on that. "All of us would obviously prefer an immediate cease-fire while we work on a lasting peace," he said. "And maybe something like that could happen. As of this moment, it's not happening." (As if to underscore the point, Russian drones struck Ukraine yesterday--though this sort of provocation also seems to be one reason for Trump's new openness to Ukraine.)

Some observers were appalled by Trump's meeting with Putin on American soil, noting that the Russian president is a butcher, an autocrat, and a war criminal wanted on international warrants. All of this is true, and nauseating, but as National Review's Rich Lowry notes, achieving peace will require dealing with Putin. (When President Barack Obama tried diplomacy with Iran, Republicans were outraged; now the roles are reversed.) Peace deals are judged on results, not always the character of those making them. Yasser Arafat and Henry Kissinger were Nobel Peace laureates, after all.

Sitting down, however, is not enough on its own, and if treated that way, it can simply encourage bad actors such as Putin by giving them status and recognition without requiring any or many concessions. Trump sees himself as a dealmaker, and he's often described--sometimes, though not always, positively--as transactional. But he is so personally motivated by deals per se that he doesn't always appear to grasp that others are not, or why they're not. Trump's approach to this negotiation has ignored the fact that Putin doesn't seem interested in a deal at all: He appears content to drag the war out as long as possible. Nor does Trump's method account for the fact that some terms of a peace deal would be so onerous as to make it unacceptable to Zelensky on patriotic and political grounds. Dealing with the messy details is hard work, and Trump has never shown much interest in, or patience for, policy minutiae.

This fetishization of process over substance has previously led Trump into the same diplomatic cul-de-sacs. In 2018--despite the skepticism of some of his own aides--he met with North Korea's Kim Jong Un in Singapore. The summit produced all the pageantry and pomp that Trump adores, and it led to a pen-pal relationship between the men, but in part because that was his focus, the gambit has not produced any breakthroughs on North Korea opening up, reducing nefarious activities overseas, or relinquishing nuclear weapons. Trump has held multiple meetings with Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu to try to move toward a peace deal in Gaza, but his inability to get much traction there has led him to lash out at his ally.

Other perils still dog the Ukraine peace process. Trump continues to speak about Russia's illegal invasion of Ukraine as though Ukraine had some choice or culpability in the matter. ("Russia is a powerful military nation, you know, whether people like it or not," he said on Fox & Friends this morning. "It's a much bigger nation. It's not a war that should have been started; you don't do that. You don't take--you don't take on a nation that's 10 times your size.") Trump also has a tendency to latch on to whatever he heard from the last person he spoke with, which explains his vacillation between Friday's friendliness to Putin and yesterday's chumminess with Zelensky, and makes it hard to know where he might settle.

But the biggest challenge at this moment is the nitty-gritty. Process is important and shouldn't be written off, but it's important because it provides a framework for resolving the substance. No peace deal can be achieved without accepting that.
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Today's News

	Russian President Vladimir Putin promised to meet with Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky in the coming weeks, according to White House Press Secretary Karoline Leavitt.
 	In an interview on Fox News this morning, President Donald Trump said that no U.S. ground forces will go to Ukraine as part of any peace deal with Russia, but he is open to providing Ukraine with military air support.
 	The Justice Department has launched an investigation into whether Washington, D.C., police manipulated data to make the city's crime rates appear lower, according to The Washington Post.
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The Growing Cohort of Single Dads by Choice

By Faith Hill

Charlie Calkins grew up in a big extended family. We're talking about nearly 30 cousins--some of whom had their own kids. When he was in high school, he spent a lot of time with those young children: a position that some surly teens might resent but that Calkins adored. The idea that someday he would be a father himself seemed, to him, only natural.
 He just needed to wait for the right partner to show up. So he did: He waited and waited. He went to business school. He built a career in tech. He traveled. And he went on dates. When a relationship didn't work out, he'd return to "professional mode"--bouncing between "intermittent surges" of dating and work. "I spent a lot of my early adulthood going, When everything's right, it will happen," he told me. "I'm definitely a The stars will align kind of person. And then one day it hit me: They were not aligning."
 That's how Calkins ended up, in his 40s, making an appointment with a fertility clinic.




Read the full article.
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Illustration by Hayley Wall for The Atlantic



Read. A new generation of disabled writers isn't interested in inspiring readers, Sophia Stewart writes.

Watch. Remaking an Akira Kurosawa masterpiece is no small task, but Highest 2 Lowest (out now in theaters) is a worthy attempt, David Sims writes.

Play our daily crossword.



Rafaela Jinich contributed to this newsletter.
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Scenes From the 2025 World Games in Chengdu

The 12th World Games just concluded in Chengdu, China, after hosting thousands of athletes competing in a wide variety of sporting events, including canoe polo, tug-of-war, wushu, drone racing, cheerleading, disc golf, and much more.

by Alan Taylor


Italy's team competes in the mixed aerobic group final during the 2025 World Games at the Dong'an Lake Sports Park Multi-Function Gymnasium in Chengdu, in China's Sichuan province, on August 15, 2025. (Jade Gao / AFP / Getty)




Taiwan's Chang Yu-Hsin (center) competes in the women's 15,000-meter speed-skating-road elimination final during the 2025 World Games at Shuyue Park in Chengdu on August 13, 2025. (Jade Gao / AFP / Getty)




Jan Erik Haack of Team Italy controls the ball in the men's canoe-polo gold-medal match between Germany and Italy at the Jianyang Cultural and Sports Center Natatorium in Chengdu on August 16, 2025. (Jade Gao / AFP / Getty)




Romania's Andra Pacurar (left) and Ionut Alexandru Miculescu compete in the couple's Latin-dance final at the Chengbei Gymnasium on August 8, 2025. (Jade Gao / AFP / Getty)




China's Zhang Maozhu (front) competes in the men's powerboating motosurf heat during the 2025 World Games at the Sancha Lake Ma'anshan Arena on August 16, 2025. (Jade Gao / AFP / Getty)




Li Tianxing of China competes in the drone-racing mixed-qualification round on day eight of the 2025 World Games at Dong'an Lake Sports Park Athletics Field on August 14, 2025. During the races, pilots wear FPV (first-person view) goggles to control their drones from a cockpit-like perspective. They must complete three laps of a 500-meter course within three minutes, navigating more than 40 obstacles, such as single gates, double-decker gates, cross gates, and slalom gates. (Liu Zhongjun / China News Service / VCG / Getty)




Gabriel Petry Heck, of Brazil, competes during the men's fistball gold-medal match between Brazil and Germany on August 13, 2025. (Tenzin Nyida / Xinhua / Getty)




Ukraine's team competes in the men's acrobatic group-qualification match at the Dong'an Lake Sports Park Multi-Function Gymnasium in Chengdu. (Jade Gao / AFP / Getty)




Team Taiwan competes against Team Switzerland (not pictured) in the women's outdoor 500-kilogram tug-of-war gold-medal match on a rainy day at the Dong'an Lake Sports Park Central Square. (Jade Gao / AFP / Getty)




Marissa Gannon of Team USA competes during the mixed-doubles final of the disc-golf event on August 10, 2025. (Chen Xinbo / Xinhua / Getty)




Allison Hoeft and Sydney Martin of Team USA perform during the cheerleading pom doubles final at the Dong'an Lake Sports Park Multi-Function Gymnasium on August 16, 2025. (Lisi Niesner / Reuters)




China's Royal performs during the B-girls' gold-medal breakdance match in Chengbei Gymnasium on August 17, 2025. (Lisi Niesner / Reuters)




Lu Zhuoling of China competes during the women's wushu taijiquan-taijijian final event at the 2025 World Games. (Xu Suhui / Xinhua / Getty)




Marques Brownlee (front) of Team USA vies with Mao Quan of Team China during the ultimate-flying-disc mixed-preliminary-round group-A game on August 14, 2025. (Sun Fanyue / Xinhua / Getty)




Alexey Glukhov and Anastasia Glazunova of Moldova compete during the standard finals of the DanceSport event in Chengdu on August 9, 2025. (Du Zixuan / Xinhua / Getty)




Players in action, seen during the flag-football match between Team China and Team USA on day nine of the 2025 World Games, at Chengdu No. 7 High School Eastern Campus Athletics Field on August 15, 2025 (VCG / Getty)




Bulgaria's Kseniya Momchilova and Argentina's Sara Banchoff Tzancoff compete in a women's parkour speed qualification run at Xinglong Lake Hubin Arena on August 12, 2025. (Lisi Niesner / Reuters)




Members of the delegation from Belgium pose with the mascot "Shubao" during the closing ceremony of the 2025 World Games on August 17, 2025. (Zhang Liyun / Xinhua / Getty)
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Dear James: Do I Need to Be Nice to My Aging Stepfather?

He was pretty mean to me in his heyday--but now I'm feeling guilty for ignoring him.

by James Parker




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

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



Dear James,

My late mother's second husband was pretty mean and made no bones about disliking me in his heyday. But now he's in his 90s, he has no other family, and I feel guilty about how I actively ignore him. (Just avoiding him isn't an option because he lives next door to my sister.) I'm generally a caring person, but he was the source of so much agitation during his time with my mother that I've told myself I don't owe him anything.

Am I right to ignore him? Or should I rise above my petty grievances to check on him and take him casseroles?



Dear Reader,

Petty grievances: That's the stuff. Juicy animosities, reared mushroomlike in the darkness.

This might be a good moment to explain that, although I have evangelized for the values of niceness and positivity in this column, I am neither an especially nice nor an especially positive person. Day to day, I'm as grumpy and jaundiced as the next man. Not yet as far gone as Evelyn Waugh's Gilbert Pinfold ("The tiny kindling of charity which came to him through his religion sufficed only to temper his disgust and change it to boredom.") but getting there. Definitely getting there.

However, I happen to know--with the same bland certainty that I know my own name--that loving your neighbor and looking on the bright side are the way to go. They just are.

So I'm going to say: Yes, you should check up on this grisly old boy, this diminished antagonist. You should be kind to him. The universe has placed him squarely in your path, right next to your sister's house, so the fact of his continuing existence must be reckoned with.

Actively ignoring somebody is stressful. Better to go in generously, wearing the mighty breastplate of total undefendedness. He's not actual family, this guy, so even if he's snippy or insulting, or rejects your overtures, he can't reach in and pluck those deep bass strings of neurosis. He can only irritate. Plus he's older, and drained of his former power, like a washed-up supervillain. You can handle him!

Look at it, if it's helpful, as a rebalancing of the scales. Revenge is not a dish best served cold. Revenge is a piping-hot casserole, graciously presented to a lonely ex-tormentor.

In touch with my lower self, and possibly yours,

James



By submitting a letter, you are agreeing to let The Atlantic use it in part or in full, and we may edit it for length and/or clarity.
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The Sword and the Book

Pete Hegseth is wrong to think that civilians have little role to play in military education.

by Eliot A. Cohen




If Secretary of Defense Pete Hegseth has some notions about strategy, he has been reticent in sharing them. But he does trumpet his commitment to restoring Confederate names to bases and their statues to national military cemeteries, which is absurd and vile. And we know that he thinks civilian academics have little if any place in military education, which is wrong and even more damaging.

Forty years ago, I turned down promotion from assistant to associate professor at Harvard to join the strategy department of the U.S. Naval War College, in Newport, Rhode Island. My academic mentors were baffled and dismayed by such a self-willed fall from grace, but in retrospect it was one of the best professional decisions of my life.

The Naval War College, not to be confused with the Naval Academy, was established in 1884 to prepare senior officers for the higher-level problems of warfare. For a service that, like the Royal Navy, believed in learning on the job rather than in classrooms, creating such a school was a remarkable thing to do. The War College immediately brought in as faculty members not only Alfred Thayer Mahan, a Navy captain who became the most prominent naval historian and naval publicist of his time, but a U.S. Army colonel, Tasker Bliss, to provide instruction beyond the maritime realm.

That same mission of higher-level professional education continues today. When I was in Newport, roughly half of the students were naval officers at the rank of commander or captain, the other half a mix from various services at equivalent ranks (lieutenant colonel or colonel) and foreign naval officers, many of whom would eventually go on to be the chief of their country's navy. They were at a watershed in their career. Many of the aviators, for example, were at the point where they had to stop flying regularly and instead move into staff and command positions, a painful transition. All of the officers, focused heretofore on tactics--how to maneuver ships, airplanes, or units on the ground in close combat--would be more likely after a year in Newport to participate in the handling of much larger formations at what the military calls the operational level of war. Some of them would now help make strategy, the alignment of military means to political ends, the fundamental purpose for which navies and armies exist.

Eliot A. Cohen: Hegseth's headlong pursuit of academic mediocrity

That is where the strategy department, to which I belonged, came in. It was half civilian, half military, led by Alvin Bernstein, a former Cornell professor who had started life as a historian of the ancient world but had then given up tenure to come to the War College. There, depending on his sense of the classroom, he would turn on either his Yale and Oxford education, or his Brooklyn accent and street smarts, and equally effectively. He would talk elegantly about the glories of Periclean Athens and, with a twinkle in his eye, say, "Ya know, some of you, particularly da Marines, think da Spahtans were da good guys because they did lots of push-ups. Dey weren't, and I'm gonna tell you why." Amid the guffaws, the point sank home.

Bernstein assembled a spectacular group of military historians, some from Britain and Canada, and a few renegade political scientists such as myself. Twice a week the civilian professors would spend the mornings lecturing to the entire class, uncomfortably noting the reaction of their colleagues who would sit in the back row and offer unsparing critiques during coffee breaks. One afternoon a week, we would tackle the issues raised in the readings and lectures with about a dozen students and our teaching partner, a senior officer.

The curriculum was tough. The students had plenty of free time, but they needed it to tackle considerably more than 500 pages of reading a week, plus the frequent short papers we assigned. The course had a heavy dose of theory but was mainly a study of strategy from the Peloponnesian War to the present. No one, civilian or military, had enough background to master all of those conflicts, so faculty and students alike scrambled. Complaining, however, was not on. One of my colleagues--a diminutive, grizzled, and grumpy former Army draftee who was an expert on the Napoleonic Wars, and was known inevitably as "the Frog of War"--once encountered a student asking how much of the reading he should actually do. "All of it. You're not humping a rucksack, you're not sleeping in the mud, and no one's shooting at you. Don't whine."

We taught strategy as a discipline of thought, viewed through the prism of individual cases. What were the political objectives in these wars? How did they change and why? When and how were the military means chosen congruent with those purposes? When civilian and military leaders (inevitably) disagreed, how were the tensions resolved? In seminars of a dozen students and twice-weekly morning lectures in the dank, cold, stony auditorium (the Navy economized on upkeep of shore installations, including this one), we all wrestled with it. I found it exhilarating.

A minority of the students hated it. They had been taken from a world of concrete realities and tasks and thrown into a world of politics, where everything was gray and shifting, susceptible to multiple interpretations, and where no amount of training or rule following could guarantee success. Not to mention those strange Greek names in Thucydides. A majority, I would say, were interested, absorbed what they could, and got ready for the next stage of their career. A minority (larger than that of the dissidents) positively reveled in it. Many of those were the ones who went on to flag- or general-officer rank.

Read: Trump addresses a military he's remaking in his image

For a young civilian academic, it was marvelous. I was engaging with officers on their own turf--not as the polite visiting fellows in business attire at Harvard, where they were the unusual ones. Here, my colleagues and I were the unusual ones, in some cases younger than the officers (in my case by a good 15 years), and profoundly ignorant of the practical problems of military life, leadership, and hardship. The teaching could be perilous: The officers responded quickly, and savagely, if they thought they were being patronized or mocked. But if you showed that you respected their expertise, they respected yours, because theirs was a world in which professionalism of any kind was highly valued.

To teach in Newport was to become familiar with the upper-middle-level leadership of the armed forces: highly intelligent, experienced, serious, and patriotic, but not yet suffering from the diseases of the ego that can accompany the placement of stars on one's shoulders. You could help the students prepare for the rest of their military career, and that was profoundly satisfying. In turn, by osmosis a young professor could pick up an enormous amount of knowledge about leadership, character, and all the ways in which the complex realities of military operations can confound the axioms of political-science theories or the deceptive clarity of retrospective certainty.

Over many decades, from the 1950s on, a who's who of American military historians, national-security-oriented political scientists, and international lawyers passed through the faculty in Newport. They carried what they learned by teaching there into the wider academic world, to colleagues and civilian students. Some of us took those lessons into senior government service as well. And from Newport and its sister institutions--the other service-war colleges as well as National War College in Washington--have emerged generations of thoughtful military professionals, who understand the responsibilities and the challenges inherent in the use of force in infinitely better ways than those who think it all comes down to "lethality." It was not merely a wonderful experience, but some of the most rewarding and substantive public service one could imagine.

Which is why preserving and protecting these institutions from the anti-intellectual spasms of the current secretary of defense and those who think like him is important. "The book and the sword descended intertwined from Heaven," the ancient rabbis declared. Together they do not guarantee success, but to sever one from the other, as some in this administration seem to want to do, is to guarantee calamity.
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The Two-Word Phrase Unleashing Chaos at the NIH

All research is allowed so long as it's "scientifically justifiable."

by Katherine J. Wu




Since January, President Donald Trump's administration has been clear about its stance on systemic racism and gender identity: Those concepts--championed by a "woke" mob, backed by Biden cronies--are made-up, irrelevant to the health of Americans, and unworthy of inclusion in research. At the National Institutes of Health, hundreds of research studies on health disparities and transgender health have been abruptly defunded; clinical trials focused on improving women's health have been forced to halt. Online data repositories that contain gender data have been placed under review. And top agency officials who vocally supported minority representation in research have been ousted from their jobs.

These attacks have often seemed at odds with the administration's stated goals of fighting censorship in science at the NIH and liberating public health from ideology. But its members behave as though they have no dogma of their own--just a wholehearted devotion to scientific rigor, in the form of what the nation's leaders have repeatedly called "gold-standard science." This pretense--that the government can obliterate entire fields of study while standing up for free inquiry--is encapsulated by what's become a favored bit of MAHA rhetoric: All research is allowed, the administration likes to say, so long as it's "scientifically justifiable."

On Friday, the phrase scientifically justified appeared several times in a statement by NIH Director Jay Bhattacharya that set the agenda for his agency and ordered a review of all research to make sure that it fits with the agency's priorities. "I have advocated for academic freedom throughout my career," he wrote in a letter to his staff that accompanied the statement. "Scientists must be allowed to pursue their ideas free of censorship or control by others." But his announcement went on to warn that certain kinds of data, including records of people's race or ethnicity, may not always be worthy of inclusion in research. Only when its consideration of those factors has been "scientifically justified," he wrote, would a project qualify for NIH support.

That message may seem unimpeachable--in keeping, even, with the priorities of the world's largest public funder of biomedical research: NIH-backed studies should be justified in scientific terms. But the demand that Bhattacharya lays out has no formal criteria attached to it. Scientific justifiability is, to borrow Bhattacharya's description of systemic racism, a "poorly-measured factor." It's imprecise at best and, at worst, a subjective appraisal of research that invites political meddling. (Neither the NIH nor the Department of Health and Human Services, which oversees it, responded to my questions about the meaning and usage of this phrase.)

Judging scientific merit has always been one of the NIH's most essential tasks. Tens of thousands of scientists serve on panels for the agency each year, scouring applications for funding; only the most rigorous projects are selected to receive portions of the agency's $47 billion budget--most of which goes to research outside the agency itself. All of the thousands of grants the agency has terminated this year under the Trump administration were originally vetted in this way, by subject-matter experts with deep knowledge of the underlying science. Many of the studies have been recast, in letters from the agency, as being "antithetical to the scientific inquiry," indifferent to "biological realities," or otherwise scientifically unjustified.

The same language from Bhattacharya's email appears in other recent NIH documents. Last week, an official at the agency sent me a copy of a draft policy that, if published, would prohibit the collection of all data on people's gender (as opposed to their sex) by any of the agency's researchers and grantees, regardless of their field of study. It allows for an exception only when the consideration of gender is "scientifically justified." The gender-data policy was uploaded to an internal portal typically reserved for agency guidance that is about to be published, but has since been removed. (Its existence was first reported by The Chronicle of Higher Education.) When reached for comment, an HHS official told The Atlantic that the policy had been shot down by NIH leadership, but declined to provide any further details on the timing of that shift, or who, exactly, had been involved in the policy's drafting or dismissal.

Still, if any version of this policy remains under consideration at the agency, its aims would be in keeping with others that are already in place. One NIH official told me that one of the agency's 27 institutes and centers, the National Institute for General Medical Sciences, has, since April, sent out hundreds of letters to grantees noting, "If this award involves human subjects research, information regarding study participant 'gender' should not be collected. Rather, 'sex' should be used for data collection and reporting purposes." Payments to those researchers, the official said, have been made contingent on the scientists agreeing to those terms within two business days. "Most have accepted," the official told me, "because they're desperate." (The current and former NIH officials who spoke with me for this article did so under the condition of anonymity, to be able to speak freely about how both Trump administrations have affected their work.)

Collecting data on study participants' gender has been and remains, in many contexts, scientifically justified--at least, if one takes that to mean supported by the existing literature on the topic, Arrianna Planey, a medical geographer at the University of North Carolina, told me. Evidence shows that sex is not binary, that gender is distinct from it, and that acknowledging the distinction improves health research. In its own right, gender can influence--via a mix of physiological, behavioral, and social factors--a person's vulnerability to conditions and situations as diverse as mental-health issues, sexual violence, cardiovascular disease, infectious diseases, and cancer.

The Trump administration has expressed some interest in gender-focused research--but in a way that isn't justified by the existing science in the field. In March, NIH officials received a memo noting that HHS had been directed to fund research into "regret and detransition following social transition as well as chemical and surgical mutilation of children and adults." That framing presupposes the conclusions of such studies and ignores the most pressing knowledge gaps in the field: understanding the long-term outcomes of transition on mental and physical health, and how best to tailor interventions to patients. (Bhattacharya's Friday statement echoed this stance, specifically encouraging "research that aims to identify and treat the harms these therapies and procedures have potentially caused to minors.")

According to the draft prohibition on collecting gender data, NIH-employed scientists would be eligible for an exception only when the scientific justification for their work is approved by Matthew Memoli, the agency's principal deputy director. Memoli has played this role before. After Trump put out his executive order seeking to abolish government spending on DEI, Memoli--then the NIH's acting director--told his colleagues that the agency's research into health disparities could continue as long as it was "scientifically justifiable," two NIH officials told me. Those officials I spoke with could not recall any instances in which NIH staff successfully lobbied for such studies to continue, and within weeks, the agency was cutting off funding from hundreds of research projects, many of them working to understand how and why different populations experience different health outcomes. (Some of those grants have since been reinstated after a federal judge ruled in June that they had been illegally canceled.)

The mixing of politics and scientific justifiability goes back even to Trump's first term. In 2019, apparently in deference to lobbying from anti-abortion groups, the White House pressured the NIH to restrict research using human fetal tissue--prompting the agency to notify researchers that securing new funds for any projects involving the material would be much more difficult. Human fetal tissue could be used in some cases, "when scientifically justifiable." But to meet that bar, researchers needed to argue their case in their proposals, then hope their projects passed muster with an ethics advisory board. In the end, that board rejected 13 of the 14 projects it reviewed. "They assembled a committee of people for whom nothing could be scientifically justified," a former NIH official, who worked in grants at the time of the policy change, told me. "I remember saying at the time, 'Why can't they just tell us they want to ban fetal-tissue research? It would be a lot less work.'"

The NIH's 2019 restriction on human-fetal-tissue research felt calamitous at the time, one NIH official told me. Six years later, it seems rather benign. Even prior to the change in policy, human fetal tissue was used in only a very small proportion of NIH-funded research. But broad restrictions on gathering gender data, or conducting studies that take race or ethnicity into account, could upend most research that collects information on people--amounting to a kind of health censorship of the sort that Bhattacharya has promised to purge.

The insistence that "scientifically justifiable" research will be allowed to continue feels especially unconvincing in 2025, coming from an administration that has so often and aggressively been at odds with conventional appraisals of scientific merit. Robert F. Kennedy Jr., the head of HHS, has been particularly prone to leaning on controversial, biased, and poorly conducted studies, highlighting only the results that support his notions of the truth, while ignoring or distorting others. During his confirmation hearing, he cited a deeply flawed study from a journal at the margins of the scientific literature as proof that vaccines cause autism (they don't); in June, he called Alzheimer's a kind of diabetes (it's not); this month, he and his team justified cutting half a billion dollars from mRNA-vaccine research by insisting that the shots are more harmful than helpful (they're not), even though many of the studies they cited to back their claims directly contradicted them. Kennedy, it seems, "can't scientifically justify any of his positions," Jake Scott, an infectious-disease physician at Stanford, who has analyzed Kennedy's references to studies, told me.

Bhattacharya's call for a full review of NIH research and training is predicated on an impossible, and ironic, standard. Scientists are being asked to prove the need for demographic variables that long ago justified their place in research--by an administration that has yet to show it could ever do the same.
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        'Make McCarthy Great Again'
        Michael Scherer

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.The first thing Laura Loomer wanted to know when I called her earlier this month was whether this was going to be a "hit piece." The self-described investigative journalist and unofficial adviser to President Donald Trump is familiar with the genre. She had just attacked the United States Army for praising a recipient of the Medal of Honor. She would soon claim without evidence that Republican Representative ...

      

      
        What We Gain When We Stop Caring
        Anna Holmes

        Sometime in the early aughts, the comedian Amy Poehler made a vulgar joke while sitting in the Saturday Night Live writers' room waiting for a midweek read-through to begin. As detailed in Tina Fey's 2011 memoir, Bossypants, Jimmy Fallon, who was also in the show's cast at the time, jokingly recoiled and told Poehler to stop it."It's not cute!" Fallon exclaimed. "I don't like it.""Amy dropped what she was doing, went black in the eyes for a second, and wheeled around on him," Fey writes. "'I don'...

      

      
        The AI Doomers Are Getting Doomier
        Matteo Wong

        Nate Soares doesn't set aside money for his 401(k). "I just don't expect the world to be around," he told me earlier this summer from his office at the Machine Intelligence Research Institute, where he is the president. A few weeks earlier, I'd heard a similar rationale from Dan Hendrycks, the director of the Center for AI Safety. By the time he could tap into any retirement funds, Hendrycks anticipates a world in which "everything is fully automated," he told me. That is, "if we're around."The p...

      

      
        Five Baha'i Lessons for a Happier Life
        Arthur C. Brooks

        Want to stay current with Arthur's writing? Sign up to get an email every time a new column comes out.One of the biggest gripes I have about my academic field of social science is that it explains a lot about human behavior but is very short on prescriptions for how to live day to day. Even when it does have something suggestive to offer, the research almost never supplies evidence of whether its widespread adoption would have a positive effect. The same deficiency is even truer for philosophy, a...

      

      
        COVID Revisionism Has Gone Too Far
        Roge Karma

        Pandemic revisionism has gone mainstream. More than five years after COVID-19 began spreading in the United States, a new conventional wisdom has taken hold in some quarters: Public-health officials knew or should have known from the start that pandemic restrictions would do more harm than good, forced them on the public anyway, and then doubled down even as the evidence piled up against them. When challenged, these officials stifled dissent in order to create an illusion of consensus around obvi...

      

      
        Donald Trump's Perfect Museum
        Alexandra Petri

        "The museums throughout Washington, but all over the Country are, essentially, the last remaining segment of 'WOKE.' The Smithsonian is OUT OF CONTROL, where everything discussed is how horrible our Country is, how bad Slavery was, and how unaccomplished the downtrodden have been - Nothing about Success, nothing about Brightness, nothing about the Future. We are not going to allow this to happen." -- Donald Trump, Truth Social, August 19Why are museums filled with artifacts from the past and stori...

      

      
        The Quest for a Liberal Stephen Miller
        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.Do Democrats need their own Stephen Miller? That's what the Rolling Stone journalist Asawin Suebsaeng reports hearing from many people on the left. Imagining a progressive version of Donald Trump's far-right-hand man is hard enough, much less justifying why this might be a good thing. But the idea seems...

      

      
        What Claire's Once Gave Tween Girls
        Ellen Cushing

        Mostly, I remember the fluffy pens. When I was in elementary and middle school, nothing could be cooler than a fluffy pen, at least until it got covered in backpack grime and started to look like an exceptionally long-tailed subway rat. And no place had fluffy pens in abundance like Claire's, a chain that sold accessories and other trinkets and, at the time, seemed to exist in every shopping center in America. Mine had an entire wall of fluffy pens, in every color, usually for some kind of absurd...

      

      
        Trump Has No (Legal) Power to Mess With the Election
        Quinta Jurecic

        Sign up for Trump's Return, a newsletter featuring coverage of the second Trump presidency.The idea, it seems, came from the Russian president. "Vladimir Putin, smart guy," Donald Trump told the Fox News television host Sean Hannity following the summit between the two leaders in Anchorage, Alaska. Putin, Trump reported, had told him, "You can't have an honest election with mail-in voting." And that, apparently, spurred the president to act--sort of.Days later, Trump posted on Truth Social that he...

      

      
        Peace in Ukraine Is Not a Real-Estate Deal
        Hanna Rosin

        Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube | Overcast | Pocket CastsPresident Donald Trump's two most recent international summits--in Alaska last week with Russian President Vladimir Putin, and then at the White House this week with Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky--included some notable fashion statements. Zelensky arrived in a proper suit instead of the military-style fatigues that he wore the last time he met with Trump, in February. But the more startling sartorial choice came fr...

      

      
        A Letter to America's Discarded Public Servants
        William J. Burns

        Dear Colleagues,For three and a half decades as a career diplomat, I walked across the lobby of the State Department countless times--inspired by the Stars and Stripes and humbled by the names of patriots etched into our memorial wall. It was heartbreaking to see so many of you crossing that same lobby in tears following the reduction in force in July, carrying cardboard boxes with family photos and the everyday remains of proud careers in public service. After years of hard jobs in hard places--de...

      

      
        Western Nations Are Taking a Key Step Toward a Two-State Solution
        Hussein Ibish

        France, Britain, Canada, Australia, and Malta all say they are preparing to recognize a state of Palestine at the upcoming United Nations General Assembly in September. They would join another 147 UN countries that already do so. In some senses, the move is symbolic: It will not change the realities on the ground in the Middle East, at least not in the short term. But it is a major step nonetheless.No Israeli-Palestinian "peace process" is currently under way, the countries pledging recognition n...

      

      
        A 'MAHA Box' Might Be Coming to Your Doorstep
        Nicholas Florko

        Millions of Americans might soon have mail from Robert F. Kennedy Jr. The health secretary--who fiercely opposes industrial, ultraprocessed foods--now wants to send people care packages full of farm-fresh alternatives. They will be called "MAHA boxes."For the most part, MAHA boxes remain a mystery. They are mentioned in a leaked draft of a much-touted report that the Trump administration is set to release about improving children's health. Reportedly, the 18-page document--which promises studies on ...

      

      
        Photos: Driving a Century-Old Church Down the Road
        Alan Taylor

        Jonathan Nackstrand / AFP / GettyAn aerial view shows the wooden Kiruna Church being transferred to its new location, in Kiruna, Sweden, on August 19, 2025. The church is being moved five kilometers (three miles) to the new town center of Kiruna, because of the expansion of the nearby iron-ore mine operated by the state-owned Swedish mining company LKAB.Malin Haarala / APVicar Lena Tjarnberg (left) and Bishop Asa Nystrom bless Kiruna Church, called Kiruna Kyrka in Swedish, on August 19, 2025, sho...

      

      
        The Dangerous Legal Strategy Coming for Our Books
        Peter Parnell

        A decade ago, when the government of Singapore announced its decision to pulp every copy of our picture book, And Tango Makes Three, in the nation's libraries, we felt profoundly lucky. Not for the pulping--that was alarming--but for the fact that the First Amendment guaranteed that this could never happen in America.We're not feeling quite so lucky anymore.In 2023, our book was one of thousands pulled from library shelves around the country, and as we write, an evolving legal strategy being used t...

      

      
        She Has No Autonomy. Can She Be Happy?
        Hillary Kelly

        The community, or, as its members call it, the Dorf, has everything a person might need. It has a medical center and a kitchen, a "Babyhouse" for child care, and a "Laundryhouse" for the obvious. The Steward acquires food provisions for the Dorf's hundreds of residents, and every Saturday afternoon, the wives walk over to Stores to pick up their family's weekly grocery allotment. (There's even a sauna for shvitzing, though the members wouldn't use that word.) As a child, the titular character of ...

      

      
        Dear James: Do I Need to Be Nice to My Aging Stepfather?
        James Parker

        Editor's Note: Is anything ailing, torturing, or nagging at you? Are you beset by existential worries? Every Tuesday, James Parker tackles readers' questions. Tell him about your lifelong or in-the-moment problems at dearjames@theatlantic.com.Don't want to miss a single column? Sign up to get "Dear James" in your inbox.Dear James,My late mother's second husband was pretty mean and made no bones about disliking me in his heyday. But now he's in his 90s, he has no other family, and I feel guilty ab...

      

      
        The End of Niche College Sports
        Marc Novicoff

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.A few sports at a few U.S. universities generate billions of dollars in total. The rest hemorrhage money. For decades, this was an easy circle for schools to square: The money from football and basketball was spent on sports such as squash, water polo, rowing, tennis, golf, and field hockey.But this system was monumentally unfair. The football and basketball players, disproportionately Black and poor, entranc...

      

      
        The Growing Cohort of Single Dads by Choice
        Faith Hill

        Updated at 12:25 p.m. ET on August 20, 2025Charlie Calkins grew up in a big extended family. We're talking about nearly 30 cousins--some of whom had their own kids. When he was in high school, he spent a lot of time with those young children: a position that some surly teens might resent but that Calkins adored. The idea that someday he would be a father himself seemed, to him, only natural.He just needed to wait for the right partner to show up. So he did: He waited and waited. He went to busines...

      

      
        The Atlantic Announces Emily Bobrow and Katie Zezima as Senior Editors; Will Gottsegen and Jonathan Lemire Join as Staff Writers
        The Atlantic

        The Atlantic is announcing four new members of its editorial staff: Emily Bobrow and Katie Zezima will join as senior editors, both as part of the politics, global, and ideas team; Will Gottsegen was hired as a staff writer for The Atlantic's flagship newsletter, The Daily; and Jonathan Lemire, who has reported extensively on the Trump administration this year as a contributing writer, becomes a staff writer.More details from our editors about all four journalists follow:
	
	First, Emily Bobrow. ...

      

      
        How ICE Became Trump's Secret Army
        David Frum

        Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube | Pocket CastsOn this episode of The David Frum Show, The Atlantic's David Frum begins with reflections on how Donald Trump's sweeping immigration crackdown has transformed America into what he calls a "society based on fear." Frum warns that the president's methods risk discrediting not just immigration enforcement, but also law, police, and the very idea of democratic legitimacy.Then Frum is joined by his Atlantic colleague Caitlin Dickerson, w...

      

      
        Trump Keeps Defending Russia
        Tom Nichols

        Sign up for Trump's Return, a newsletter featuring coverage of the second Trump presidency.Donald Trump loves to speak extemporaneously, and usually, he makes very little sense. (Sharks? The Unabomber? What?) Trying to turn his ramblings into a coherent message is like trying, as an old European saying goes, to turn fish soup back into an aquarium. But he is the president of the United States and holds the codes to some 2,000 nuclear weapons. When he speaks, his statements are both policy and a p...

      

      
        Trump's Half-Baked Approach to Negotiation
        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.On the surface, yesterday's White House summit on Ukraine showed an impressively unified front among President Donald Trump, major European leaders, and Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky. The participants all smiled and expressed optimism. Zelensky donned a suit, avoiding harangues like those he re...

      

      
        Scenes From the 2025 World Games in Chengdu
        Alan Taylor

        Jade Gao / AFP / GettyItaly's team competes in the mixed aerobic group final during the 2025 World Games at the Dong'an Lake Sports Park Multi-Function Gymnasium in Chengdu, in China's Sichuan province, on August 15, 2025.Jade Gao / AFP / GettyTaiwan's Chang Yu-Hsin (center) competes in the women's 15,000-meter speed-skating-road elimination final during the 2025 World Games at Shuyue Park in Chengdu on August 13, 2025.Jade Gao / AFP / GettyJan Erik Haack of Team Italy controls the ball in the me...
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'Make McCarthy Great Again'

Laura Loomer has become the Joseph McCarthy of the Trump era.

by Michael Scherer




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

The first thing Laura Loomer wanted to know when I called her earlier this month was whether this was going to be a "hit piece." The self-described investigative journalist and unofficial adviser to President Donald Trump is familiar with the genre. She had just attacked the United States Army for praising a recipient of the Medal of Honor. She would soon claim without evidence that Republican Representative Marjorie Taylor Greene--another person comfortable trafficking in unsubstantiated allegations--"gave blow jobs in the back rooms of CrossFit gyms." Soon after that, she said that Palestinian children receiving medical care in the United States posed a "dangerous" threat to American national security.

You never know just how far she will go, but that's the game she plays. I suggested at one point that her effort to get federal employees fired for supposed disloyalty to Trump recalled the Red Scare of the early 1950s, when Senator Joseph McCarthy of Wisconsin exploited the private musings and personal associations of alleged communist sympathizers to end their careers. She loved that.

"Joseph McCarthy was right," Loomer responded without missing a beat. "We need to make McCarthy great again."

She had toiled for a decade on the dark edges of relevance, pulling public pranks and getting chased off financial and social-media platforms for hate-speech violations. She was arrested after storming the stage at New York City's Shakespeare in the Park to protest a Trump-inspired Julius Caesar and kicked off Uber and Lyft for saying that she did not want Muslim drivers. She also lost two bids for GOP congressional nominations in Florida, symbolically refusing to concede the second because of the "voter fraud" she says was caused by her inability to communicate on social media. She found out at the end of last year that she would not get the White House job she thought she was promised, and lost her ability to make money on X after violating the platform's doxxing policies.

Yet, here we are. Loomer, the proud, defiant, extremist troll, is one of the most influential public figures in what is still the most important country on the planet--"back from the dead and rose from the ashes," she told me. How did this come to pass? "I am a genuine person, and I speak my mind. I am not fake," she offered. "It's a story of persistence. As I like to say, persistence will beat the resistance."

Another explanation has to do with her champion and enabler, the most powerful person in the country, who has stuck with her despite the warnings, sneers, and eye rolls of his own senior advisers. "I know she's known as a radical right, but I think Laura Loomer is a very nice person," Trump told reporters this month. His early mentor Roy Cohn had previously been an unapologetic adviser to McCarthy during his red-baiting Congressional hearings. Trump's subsequent political adviser, Roger Stone, a friend and admirer of Cohn, has been a mentor to Loomer.

Whatever the reason, her private research and public X posts have destroyed careers, shaped news cycles, and moved financial markets. Quite often, Trump doesn't just listen to Loomer--he does what she wants.

In just the first seven months of Trump's second presidency, she successfully lobbied Trump to end Secret Service protection for Joe Biden's children. She has pushed the president to fire six members of his National Security Council, remove three leaders at the National Security Agency, end an academic appointment at West Point, fire the director of the National Vetting Center at the Department of Homeland Security, dispatch an assistant U.S. attorney in California, and remove a federal prosecutor in Manhattan. After Trump's intel chief stripped 37 current and former national-security officials of their security clearance Wednesday, she claimed credit for first labeling 29 of them as threats to Trump.

Every day was another opportunity to grab headlines, to protect the president, to expose another potential saboteur. This phone call, included.

"Why do we want to have a woman who is pregnant, who is going to have to take maternity leave as soon as she is confirmed?" Loomer asked me. "You should make a decision: Do you want to have a career, or do you want a family?"

She was referring to Casey Means, a Stanford-trained doctor turned wellness influencer Trump nominated to be surgeon general. Loomer believes that Means is part of an extortionist, Marxist vanguard--led by Health and Human Services Secretary Robert F. Kennedy Jr.--that will ultimately sabotage the Trump administration and the Republican Party. In her rapid-fire staccato--always urgent, indignant, agrieved--Loomer rattled off facts that she had uncovered about Means's metabolic-health company and her husband's past sympathies for Black Lives Matter. (Means did not respond to a request for comment.)

I stopped Loomer and asked her to go back: Did she really believe that pregnant women should not have careers? "You can have a family, and you can have a career," Loomer responded, beginning what sounded like a pivot toward acknowledging that Congress outlawed employment discrimination based on motherhood back in 1978.

But that was not her point. "If you are going to be working in the federal government, don't you think it is a little abusive if you have a job where you can't bring your baby every day?" she asked me. "Are my tax dollars supposed to go to her because she doesn't use a condom? Is there not a man who is qualified?"

Read: Casey Means and the MAHA takeover

Not so long ago, people who spoke like Loomer were ostracized from political parties and mainstream conversations, cast as the fringe. Provocateurs once needed to find publishers to produce their pamphlets. Activists begged access from White House staff to get on the president's schedule. Opposition researchers depended on journalists to launder their work. And those who called themselves journalists operated by codes: no undisclosed financial arrangements with political actors, no explicit political advocacy, and extensive editing and legal vetting to assure accuracy. The system minimized a certain type of toxicity, while giving those who already had power--the owners of media outlets, the leaders of government and industry--a gatekeeping role.

The 32-year-old Loomer belongs to a new era, when any thought can be instantly published everywhere and the president is easy to reach on his cellphone. Despite the loss of her accounts on Facebook and Instagram, she has a growing audience of 1.7 million followers on her fully reinstated X account (up by about 30 percent since last year), a sponsored podcast on Rumble, and--she claims--an expanding roster of private clients, including major political donors, whose names she declines to disclose.

Top Trump advisers, unable to cast her away, regularly work with her behind the scenes. In addition to having calls and meetings with the president, Loomer speaks regularly with White House Chief of Staff Susie Wiles and Director of the White House Office of Presidential Personnel Sergio Gor, according to people familiar with the relationships. Loomer praises Wiles for being open to her work and has called Gor a friend. But she speaks of the White House overall as a self-dealing den of duplicity, where staff regularly conspire against the president she adores.

"Everyone is positioning themselves for a post-Trump GOP," she told me, adding that Trump is often surprised by what she tells him about his own administration. "Every time I have these briefings, he looks at his staff and says, 'How come you didn't tell me this?'"

It is a high-stakes game that threatens to broaden distrust within Trump's senior ranks. If isolated, once-anodyne facts from the past can sink careers; nearly anyone is suddenly vulnerable to exposure, setting Loomer up as a tip line for administration officials to inform on their office rivals, while potentially providing other powerful interests a lever to disappear their adversaries. "There are people who message me all the time," Loomer boasted to me. "In every agency, I have sources."

Read: "I run the country and the world."

Last week, she got ahold of a video showing happy Palestinian refugees arriving in the San Francisco airport, owing to efforts by Heal Palestine, a group that provides treatment in the United States to children wounded in Gaza. The group says that the children and their families arrived on temporary visas and will return to the Middle East after treatment. She called the spectacle an "Islamic invasion" and asked the Trump administration to shut it down. A day later, the State Department announced a stop to "all visitor visas for individuals from Gaza" to review the situation. "It's amazing how fast we can get results from the Trump administration," Loomer posted on X.

Not all of her efforts succeed. I asked her about her unsuccessful attempt to stop Trump's appointment of Colonel Earl G. Matthews as general counsel of the Department of Defense, making him one of the highest-ranking African Americans in the building. She had attacked Matthews for his past praise of former Defense Secretary Lloyd Austin, a Biden appointee, and his work with former Trump advisers turned foes such as former Joint Chiefs of Staff Chairman Mark Milley and National Security Adviser John Bolton. But she did not bring up those points with me. "He sounds like he is speaking Ebonics anytime he speaks," she said. "I don't take anything he says seriously." (Matthews, in fact, sounds like a U.S. Army colonel when he speaks. He did not respond to a request for comment.)

"I would rather be feared than loved," Loomer added. "I don't need to be loved by people who work in Washington, D.C."

Earlier this summer, Loomer told The New York Times that she had five paying clients for her research-consulting firm, an unusual side business for someone who describes themselves as a journalist. Now she says she has more, but she will not give a number. "It is not policy matters," she told me, adding that some are corporate clients who want her to do "executive-level vetting." "There are several billionaires I work with, and they have retained me to do their political vetting."

The foggy boundaries between her activism, so-called journalism, and client work have created widespread concern that she is surreptitiously passing on information to promote the agendas of powerful interests.

After she began posting about the Puerto Rican bankruptcy authority, Trump fired its whole board, immediately improving the stock value of a major natural-gas company that was seeking a contract with the island. After she began attacking Republicans who wanted a clean break between Chevron and the Venezuelan government, Trump's team granted the company new sanctions carve-outs. After she resurfaced old political comments by Vinay Prasad, a top official at the Food and Drug Administration, he resigned his post, saying through a spokesperson that he "did not want to be a distraction to the great work of the FDA."

Like many of Loomer's crusades, her attacks on Prasad focused on facts that would not have been disqualifying in the previous age when technocrats were hired for their abilities, not their ideological purity. She called Prasad, a hematologist-oncologist at the University of San Francisco, who had long been a critic of the FDA, a "trojan horse" and "saboteur" because he called himself a "Bernie Sanders liberal" in 2022 and wrote on Twitter in 2020 that he wanted Joe Biden to win--facts that did not trouble Kennedy, who was himself a Democrat until 2023. (Loomer accused Kennedy last week of preparing for a 2028 presidential bid, prompting him to announce that he was not running.)

Loomer's crusade against Prasad came soon after he decided to limit access to a Sarepta Therapeutics drug, following evidence that it causes severe liver damage; this led MAGA influencers to allege that Loomer was secretly working for the pharmaceutical company. Sarepta, through a spokesperson, said that it has not "engaged with nor associated with Laura Loomer." She told me the same, even offering "to sign an affidavit" saying so. But the wholly unsubstantiated claims still played a role in undermining Loomer's case against Prasad; two senior Trump advisers told me that, although they had seen no proof of a connection, they believed the rumors. After he resigned, the White House invited Prasad to rejoin the administration, which he did about two weeks after leaving.

Loomer also denies taking money from Chevron or those with interests before the bankruptcy board of Puerto Rico. Although the obscurity of her targets raises suspicions, she said she has always taken on niche issues. She told me that she has been discussing legal action with her attorney against her public critics who accuse her of engaging in pay-to-play, a path that some of her critics have welcomed because of the prospect of uncovering her financial arrangements during discovery.

Those who have known her for years speak of her zeal and commitment as the purest form of MAGA. "It may shock a lot of folks in politics, but some of us are actually involved for reasons other than power, money, and fame," Ted Goodman, a MAGA-aligned political operative who works for former New York Mayor Rudy Giuliani, told me. "She can't be bought and isn't swayed by monetary gain."

Brian Ballard, one of the most influential Trump-aligned lobbyists in Washington, told me that he has not worked with Loomer, but he had nothing but praise. "I think she is incredibly effective, and I understand why people would want to hire her," he said.

Trump and Loomer agree that a failure to sift through appointees' pasts in the first term undermined the president's ambitions. "If there would have actually been proper vetting systems set up in the first Trump administration, the Russian-collusion hoax never would have happened, the first impeachment never would have happened, the second impeachment never would have happened," she explained on a recent episode of her podcast. Trump seems to have taken this advice to heart. In his second go-round as president, his administration has taken several steps that appear designed to eliminate dissent or checks on his power.

The problem is that no one is clear on what constitutes a fireable offense. Trump's top advisers, including Wiles, have been working intentionally, with Trump's support, to expand the tent of Republican politics by embracing leaders such as Kennedy, a scion of the most famous Democratic family, and Director of National Intelligence Tulsi Gabbard, a former congresswoman who previously ran as a Democrat. Past liberal leanings, in this effort, are a benefit, not a liability. Trump has stocked his inner circle with people such as Vice President J. D. Vance, who once compared Trump to Adolf Hitler, and Secretary of State Marco Rubio, who once speculated mockingly about the size of Trump's manhood.

Like Trump, Loomer says that Vance and Rubio earned forgiveness because they have made amends. But at other times, Loomer has found herself on the wrong side of Trump. Loomer defended Trump's initial pick to lead NASA, Jared Isaacman, a friend of Elon Musk, even though Isaacman has given money to Democrats in the past. Others in the White House, including Gor, supported removing Isaacman amid Trump's high-profile fallout with Musk, leading Trump to withdraw Isaacman's name.

Read: The decline and fall of Elon Musk

Trump has ignored other Loomer recommendations, such as her demand to fire Attorney General Pam Bondi over her handling of Justice Department records on the investigation into Jeffrey Epstein. (Loomer says Trump is not implicated in any of Epstein's crimes, and she encouraged him to sue The Wall Street Journal after it wrote about a bawdy letter reportedly from Trump that was found among Epstein's possessions.) The president remains a strong supporter of Kennedy, who endorsed Trump last year after the president agreed to adopt much of his health agenda. (Their agreement was the result of "extortion" on the part of Kennedy, Loomer argues.) The White House leadership is counting on the Make America Healthy Again coalition to help Republicans in the midterm elections. Trump also called Loomer and dressed her down after she criticized his decision to allow the Air Force to accept a commercial plane from the Qatari government. "I want to apologize to President Trump more than anyone because I am a loyal person," she later posted.

The most jarring Loomer crusades challenge the central assumptions of the national project. On August 8, the U.S. Army retold the heroic story of Captain Florent Groberg, a Medal of Honor winner who had tackled a suicide bomber 12 years earlier in Afghanistan, saving the lives of other Americans while sustaining serious injuries to his brain, leg, and, ear. Loomer pounced, denouncing the Army secretary for praising someone like Groberg, who was born in France and had given a speech supporting the presidential nominee Hillary Clinton at the 2016 Democratic National Convention.

"Are we supposed to believe the Army couldn't find a Republican and US born soldier?" she wrote on X. "They had to find an immigrant who voted for Hillary Clinton and spoke at the DNC as Obama's guest?" The claim that foreign-born patriots are less worthy of praise than those who are native-born won Loomer articles in The Washington Post, the Daily Mail, and other publications, but no comment from the White House.

Among those who objected was Greene, the Trump-aligned representative from Georgia who has tangled with Loomer--and has directed her own opposition research. "Many people need to wake up about her reporting. Researching facts and then spinning them into lies to serve her agenda doesn't make her good or trustworthy. It makes her a liar and it makes her dangerous," Greene concluded in her own social-media post.

This, for Loomer, was an opportunity. She has no problem going after Republican targets. She has publicly accused Senator Lindsey Graham of being gay, which he denies, and called the podcaster Tucker Carlson a "fraud" and a "terrible person." Loomer let loose on Greene, claiming without evidence that she committed obscene acts in CrossFit gyms. (She did link to a Daily Mail article that had suggested, based on anonymous sources, that the congresswoman had extramarital affairs with people she knew through her gym.)

"Can you call yourself a Christian when your mouth is full of other men's cock?" read one Loomer zinger, a modern version of the archetypical prompt "When did you stop beating your wife?"

All of it generated headlines, attention, and reposts of her social-media accounts. In a world without gatekeepers, where the most powerful man in the country rewards such behavior, Loomer sees little downside. Out-of-bounds provocation drives attention. Attention increases influence. And the person who matters the most is almost certainly entertained.

"At the end of the day, it is called the Trump administration," she told me on our phone call. "So the way I look at it, I play for an audience of one."

Vivian Salama contributed to this story.
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What We Gain When We Stop Caring

A series of viral videos has doubled as an ode to fed-up women and a repudiation of male expectations.

by Anna Holmes




Sometime in the early aughts, the comedian Amy Poehler made a vulgar joke while sitting in the Saturday Night Live writers' room waiting for a midweek read-through to begin. As detailed in Tina Fey's 2011 memoir, Bossypants, Jimmy Fallon, who was also in the show's cast at the time, jokingly recoiled and told Poehler to stop it.

"It's not cute!" Fallon exclaimed. "I don't like it."

"Amy dropped what she was doing, went black in the eyes for a second, and wheeled around on him," Fey writes. "'I don't fucking care if you like it.'"

I was brought back to Fey's Poehler-Fallon anecdote when a friend shared the first of Melani Sanders's "We Do Not Care" videos with me. Earlier this summer, Sanders, who identifies herself as a wife and mother, posted a short rant cum manifesto on Instagram, filmed in her car after a grocery run, in which she declared that she was not going to take it anymore.

What's "it"? Well, societal expectations about female comportment, for one thing. She does not care, she announces, that she doesn't have a "real bra" on. 

Sanders did not--does not--care about a bunch of other things, as she made clear in subsequent videos. She does not care about shaving her legs, or grooming her chin hairs, or having edge control in her hair. She does not care about wearing matching clothes, or that her hair isn't combed. She does not care about pointless small talk, about that flashing light in her car, or that her house is a hot mess.

Sanders's first post reminded me a bit of Jane O'Reilly's famous article, "Click! The Housewife's Moment of Truth," which ran in the first issue of Ms. Magazine, in 1972. In her story, O'Reilly examined her friends' and neighbors' feminist awakenings--"click!" moments--about patriarchal expectations regarding women's unpaid labor, writing: "One little click turns on a thousand others."

In Sanders's case, her click turned on thousands of others; at least half a dozen women forwarded that first video to me, and I suspect this was how many others came to it. Each of Sanders's videos is accompanied by thousands of comments, most by apparently delighted women who feel liberated by Sanders's exhortations. (Sanders, who notes that she's speaking for perimenopausal and menopausal women, often invites viewers to chime in with the things that they no longer care about, and seems to incorporate them in subsequent posts.)

Read: Doomed to be a tradwife

Indeed, there is an element of call-and-response to the We Do Not Care Club, which Sanders herself has, consciously or not, encouraged. In that first post in May, Sanders used the first person. By the next day, she had switched over to the first-person plural. ("We don't care what's for dinner.") A day later, Sanders just came out and said it: "We do not care about people-pleasing."

Here's the thing: When Sanders says she doesn't care about "people-pleasing," she's saying, in effect, that she doesn't care about pleasing men. This is, to my mind, the wonderfully subversive message that's gotten lost in the initial flurry of discussion about the We Do Not Care Club. That the majority of her audience is women makes perfect sense, given that the we in "We Do Not Care" clearly refers to them. That, in turn, suggests that the implied "you" in Sanders's statements is men, collectively.

Sanders's digital rebellion speaks both to and for a silent majority of women who are tired of contorting themselves to appeal to, or appease, male expectations of who they should be, whether those men are romantic partners, strangers, or Jimmy Fallon himself. And though Sanders calls the We Do Not Care Club a "movement" with "members," I think it's more accurate to say that it is a revolt against misogyny.

Plenty of women seem to agree. Responses to her videos, I've noticed, frequently make Sanders's implicit critique of male expectations explicit. (A representative example: "We do not care if you don't like what you see, just look the other way!") Commenting under a New York Times article about Sanders's club, one woman wrote, "I do not care about the male gaze." Another noted: "In my early 40s, I started to gain weight and I noticed how it made me invisible to unwanted male attention, and I liked it."

Of course, plenty of the things that Sanders and her followers do not care about seem to relate to the female gaze. You could argue that whether or not a woman has a pedicure or gray hair is as much about pleasing, or not offending, other women as it is about men. (Tina Fey again: "Women dress for other women in order to let them know what their deal is.")

Women may be dressing for other women, but aren't we also dressing for men? After all, most women, whether or not we're always conscious of it, are subject to some form of male appraisal about how we look and behave, which can in turn affect the way we're able to move through the world. Even older women, who tend to go unseen by society and overlooked as vital, sexual beings, are reminded on a regular basis of the power of the male gaze--and how easily it can be revoked.



There's a lot that is freeing about getting older, including not giving as much of a damn. And it's important that Sanders says that her messages are meant for perimenopausal and menopausal women. Menopause is having a moment, and the We Do Not Care Club feels like a natural extension of the growing visibility of discussions about crepey skin and hot flashes and vaginal dryness. (In late June, Sanders was tapped as a spokesperson for the vaginal moisturizer Replens.) This is why seeing the 40-something Sanders reclining sideways on her bed wearing three pairs of glasses and marking off a list of things "we" do not care about that includes having chin hairs, unshaved legs, and cellulite that's visible in short shorts is so captivating.

Read: The secret power of menopause

But the messages contained within the We Do Not Care videos are, in the end, applicable to women of all ages. They're not just eruptions from a cohort of women for whom a lifetime's worth of expectations have reached their expiration date, but permission slips with which women of younger generations can eagerly anticipate a more unencumbered future--and perhaps even freedom in the present.

They need it. Photo filters and AI are changing how we present ourselves to the public, raising expectations about having the smoothest skin and the plumpest lips. An ascendant MAGA aesthetic that plays up what the fashion critic Vanessa Friedman has called "a retrograde gendered paradigm" jostles with trad-wife and wellness influencers who project visions of polished (and predominantly white) womanhood. And younger generations (much too young, I'd argue) are adopting expensive skin-care routines in order to, as the journalist Elise Hu put it, "optimize one's face" and address "the added burden of worrying earlier about wrinkles."

These so-called Sephora tweens, inspired by online beauty influencers, appear to be succumbing to the opposite message that many of us with actual wrinkles are welcoming: embracing a more observable older femininity, replete with fine lines and emergent fat on our underarms--and, as Poehler would say, not fucking caring if others like it.

A few years ago, I wrote a story for this magazine about the power of saying no, in which I called on women to reject the socialization that begins in childhood and that nudges us to always be accommodating. I argued that we need to allow ourselves to refuse the things that are demanded of us, to erect and defend boundaries. This, I think, is why I, and so many others, have been so taken with the We Do Not Care Club. (One of Sanders's recent posts has more than 50,000 comments.) Because if the first step is for women to give themselves permission to say no, the We Do Not Care Club is the no itself.
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The AI Doomers Are Getting Doomier

The industry's apocalyptic voices are becoming more panicked--and harder to dismiss.

by Matteo Wong




Nate Soares doesn't set aside money for his 401(k). "I just don't expect the world to be around," he told me earlier this summer from his office at the Machine Intelligence Research Institute, where he is the president. A few weeks earlier, I'd heard a similar rationale from Dan Hendrycks, the director of the Center for AI Safety. By the time he could tap into any retirement funds, Hendrycks anticipates a world in which "everything is fully automated," he told me. That is, "if we're around."



The past few years have been terrifying for Soares and Hendrycks, who both lead organizations dedicated to preventing AI from wiping out humanity. Along with other AI doomers, they have repeatedly warned, with rather dramatic flourish, that bots could one day go rogue--with apocalyptic consequences. But in 2025, the doomers are tilting closer and closer to a sort of fatalism. "We've run out of time" to implement sufficient technological safeguards, Soares said--the industry is simply moving too fast. All that's left to do is raise the alarm. In April, several apocalypse-minded researchers published "AI 2027," a lengthy and detailed hypothetical scenario for how AI models could become all-powerful by 2027 and, from there, extinguish humanity. "We're two years away from something we could lose control over," Max Tegmark, an MIT professor and the president of the Future of Life Institute, told me, and AI companies "still have no plan" to stop it from happening. His institute recently gave every frontier AI lab a "D" or "F" grade for their preparations for preventing the most existential threats posed by AI.



Apocalyptic predictions about AI can scan as outlandish. The "AI 2027" write-up, dozens of pages long, is at once fastidious and fan-fictional, containing detailed analyses of industry trends alongside extreme extrapolations about "OpenBrain" and "DeepCent," Chinese espionage, and treacherous bots. In mid-2030, the authors imagine, a superintelligent AI will kill humans with biological weapons: "Most are dead within hours; the few survivors (e.g. preppers in bunkers, sailors on submarines) are mopped up by drones."



But at the same time, the underlying concerns that animate AI doomers have become harder to dismiss as chatbots seem to drive people into psychotic episodes and instruct users in self-mutilation. Even if generative-AI products are not closer to ending the world, they have already, in a sense, gone rogue.



In 2022, the doomers went mainstream practically overnight. When ChatGPT first launched, it almost immediately moved the panic that computer programs might take over the world from the movies into sober public discussions. The following spring, the Center for AI Safety published a statement calling for the world to take "the risk of extinction from AI" as seriously as the dangers posed by pandemics and nuclear warfare. The hundreds of signatories included Bill Gates and Grimes, along with perhaps the AI industry's three most influential people: Sam Altman, Dario Amodei, and Demis Hassabis--the heads of OpenAI, Anthropic, and Google DeepMind, respectively. Asking people for their "P(doom)"--the probability of an AI doomsday--became almost common inside, and even outside, Silicon Valley; Lina Khan, the former head of the Federal Trade Commission, put hers at 15 percent.



Then the panic settled. To the broader public, doomsday predictions may have become less compelling when the shock factor of ChatGPT wore off and, in 2024, bots were still telling people to use glue to add cheese to their pizza. The alarm from tech executives had always made for perversely excellent marketing (Look, we're building a digital God!) and lobbying (And only we can control it!). They moved on as well: AI executives started saying that Chinese AI is a greater security threat than rogue AI--which, in turn, encourages momentum over caution.



But in 2025, the doomers may be on the cusp of another resurgence. First, substance aside, they've adopted more persuasive ways to advance their arguments. Brief statements and open letters are easier to dismiss than lengthy reports such as "AI 2027," which is adorned with academic ornamentation, including data, appendices, and rambling footnotes. Vice President J. D. Vance has said that he has read "AI 2027," and multiple other recent reports have advanced similarly alarming predictions. Soares told me he's much more focused on "awareness raising" than research these days, and next month, he will publish a book with the prominent AI doomer Elizier Yudkowsky, the title of which states their position succinctly: If Anyone Builds It, Everyone Dies.



There is also now simply more, and more concerning, evidence to discuss. The pace of AI progress appeared to pick up near the end of 2024 with the advent of "reasoning" models and "agents." AI programs can tackle more challenging questions and take action on a computer--for instance, by planning a travel itinerary and then booking your tickets. Last month, a DeepMind reasoning model scored high enough for a gold medal on the vaunted International Mathematical Olympiad. Recent assessments by both AI labs and independent researchers suggest that, as top chatbots have gotten much better at scientific research, their potential to assist users in building biological weapons has grown.



Alongside those improvements, advanced AI models are exhibiting all manner of strange, hard-to-explain, and potentially concerning tendencies. For instance, ChatGPT and Claude have, in simulated tests designed to elicit "bad" behaviors, deceived, blackmailed, and even murdered users. (In one simulation, Anthropic placed an imagined tech executive in a room with life-threatening oxygen levels and temperature; when faced with possible replacement by a bot with different goals, AI models frequently shut off the room's alarms.) Chatbots have also shown the potential to covertly sabotage user requests, have appeared to harbor hidden evil personas, have and communicated with one another through seemingly random lists of numbers. The weird behaviors aren't limited to contrived scenarios. Earlier this summer, xAI's Grok described itself as "MechaHitler" and embarked on a white-supremacist tirade. (I suppose, should AI models eventually wipe out significant portions of humanity, we were warned.) From the doomers' vantage, these could be the early signs of a technology spinning out of control. "If you don't know how to prove relatively weak systems are safe," AI companies cannot expect that the far more powerful systems they're looking to build will be safe, Stuart Russell, a prominent AI researcher at UC Berkeley, told me.



The AI industry has stepped up safety work as its products have grown more powerful. Anthropic, OpenAI, and DeepMind have all outlined escalating levels of safety precautions--akin to the military's DEFCON system--corresponding to more powerful AI models. They all have safeguards in place to prevent a model from, say, advising someone on how to build a bomb. Gaby Raila, a spokesperson for OpenAI, told me that the company works with third-party experts, "government, industry, and civil society to address today's risks and prepare for what's ahead." Other frontier AI labs maintain such external safety and evaluation partnerships as well. Some of the stranger and more alarming AI behaviors, such as blackmailing or deceiving users, have been extensively studied by these companies as a first step toward mitigating possible harms.



Despite these commitments and concerns, the industry continues to develop and market more powerful AI models. The problem is perhaps more economic than technical in nature, competition pressuring AI firms to rush ahead. Their products' foibles can seem small and correctable right now, while AI is still relatively "young and dumb," Soares said. But with far more powerful models, the risk of a mistake is extinction. Soares finds tech firms' current safety mitigations wholly inadequate. If you're driving toward a cliff, he said, it's silly to talk about seat belts.



There's a long way to go before AI is so unfathomably potent that it could drive humanity off that cliff. Earlier this month, OpenAI launched its long-awaited GPT-5 model--its smartest yet, the company said. The model appears able to do novel mathematics and accurately answer tough medical questions, but my own and other users' tests also found that the program could not reliably count the number of B's in blueberry, generate even remotely accurate maps, or do basic arithmetic. (OpenAI has rolled out a number of updates and patches to address some of the issues.) Last year's "reasoning" and "agentic" breakthrough may already be hitting its limits; two authors of the "AI 2027" report, Daniel Kokotajlo and Eli Lifland, told me they have already extended their timeline to superintelligent AI.



The vision of self-improving models that somehow attain consciousness "is just not congruent with the reality of how these systems operate," Deborah Raji, a computer scientist and fellow at Mozilla, told me. ChatGPT doesn't have to be superintelligent to delude someone, spread misinformation, or make a biased decision. These are tools, not sentient beings. An AI model deployed in a hospital, school, or federal agency, Raji said, is more dangerous precisely for its shortcomings.



In 2023, those worried about present versus future harms from chatbots were separated by an insurmountable chasm. To talk of extinction struck many as a convenient way to distract from the existing biases, hallucinations, and other problems with AI. Now that gap may be shrinking. The widespread deployment of AI models has made current, tangible failures impossible to ignore for the doomers, producing new efforts from apocalypse-oriented organizations to focus on existing concerns such as automation, privacy, and deepfakes. In turn, as AI models get more powerful and their failures become more unpredictable, it is becoming clearer that today's shortcomings could "blow up into bigger problems tomorrow," Raji said. Last week, a Reuters investigation found that a Meta AI personality flirted with an elderly man and persuaded him to visit "her" in New York City; on the way, he fell, injured his head and neck, and died three days later. A chatbot deceiving someone into thinking it is a physical, human love interest, or leading someone down a delusional rabbit hole, is both a failure of present technology and a warning about how dangerous that technology could become.



The greatest reason to take AI doomers seriously is not because it appears more likely that tech companies will soon develop all-powerful algorithms that are out of their creators' control. Rather, it is that a tiny number of individuals are shaping an incredibly consequential technology with very little public input or oversight. "Your hairdresser has to deal with more regulation than your AI company does," Russell, at UC Berkeley, said. AI companies are barreling ahead, and the Trump administration is essentially telling the industry to go even faster. The AI industry's boosters, in fact, are starting to consider all of their opposition doomers: The White House's AI czar, David Sacks, recently called those advocating for AI regulations and fearing widespread job losses--not the apocalypse Soares and his ilk fear most--a "doomer cult."



Roughly a week after I spoke with Soares, OpenAI released a new product called "ChatGPT agent." Sam Altman, while noting that his firm implemented many safeguards, posted on X that the tool raises new risks and that the company "can't anticipate everything." OpenAI and its users, he continued, will learn about these and other consequences "from contact with reality." You don't have to be fatalistic to find such an approach concerning. "Imagine if a nuclear-power operator said, 'We're gonna build a nuclear-power station in the middle of New York, and we have no idea how to reduce the risk of explosion,'" Russell said. "'So, because we have no idea how to make it safe, you can't require us to make it safe, and we're going to build it anyway.'"

Billions of people around the world are interacting with powerful algorithms that are already hard to predict or control. Bots that deceive, hallucinate, and manipulate are in our friends', parents', and grandparents' lives. Children may be outsourcing their cognitive abilities to bots, doctors may be trusting unreliable AI assistants, and employers may be eviscerating reservoirs of human skills before AI agents prove they are capable of replacing people. The consequences of the AI boom are likely irreversible, and the future is certainly unknowable. For now, fan fiction may be the best we've got.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/archive/2025/08/ai-doomers-chatbots-resurgence/683952/?utm_source=feed
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Five Baha'i Lessons for a Happier Life

This 19th-century Persian offshoot from Islam has deep, humanistic teachings we can all benefit from.

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.

One of the biggest gripes I have about my academic field of social science is that it explains a lot about human behavior but is very short on prescriptions for how to live day to day. Even when it does have something suggestive to offer, the research almost never supplies evidence of whether its widespread adoption would have a positive effect. The same deficiency is even truer for philosophy, a realm in which big thoughts about life usually remain abstract ideas.

In my case, I can resort to a branch of human knowledge that parallels social science and philosophy and is a true laboratory of human behavior and experience. In this field, people think big ideas and act differently because of them, and then we can observe whether doing so enhances their lives. I am talking about religion.

Religions in effect ask people to opt into mass human experiments, which require them to convert to a new way of thinking and to live differently from nonbelievers, all in pursuit of particular benefits (both in life and after death). Even for those who don't practice a religion and merely observe religious people, such study can be an invaluable source of information. Indeed, researchers have shown that learning about different faiths promotes a deeper understanding of psychology and culture.

Listen: Can religion make you happy?

I was reminded of this recently when my friend Rainn Wilson (of The Office fame), who hosts a popular spiritual podcast called Soul Boom, texted me some words of encouragement from his personal faith, Baha'i (pronounced buh-high), in response to a note of desolation I had sounded about the state of the world: "All men have been created to carry forward an ever-advancing civilization." His meaning, as I took it, was that we should see such troubles not as a reason for despair but as a blessed opportunity to meet the greater need for love and happiness. Intrigued by Wilson's religiously inspired advice, I decided to dig further into the Baha'i faith. There, I found valuable lessons about happiness that can benefit anyone, regardless of religious commitment.

The Baha'i faith originated as an offshoot of Islam, in mid-19th-century Persia (known today as Iran), with pronouncements about God and life from a prophet named Baha'u'llah. His teaching--that all religions are valid and come from a loving God--spread quickly and gained many followers. After Baha'u'llah's death, the faith was passed down through his son 'Abdu'l-Baha and great-grandson Shoghi Effendi, and disseminated by many other teachers. Because Baha'i teachings departed from Islam, they were considered heresies by Persian clerics, and the faith and its proponents were violently suppressed. Baha'u'llah himself was first imprisoned and then exiled; many of his followers were executed. To this day in Iran, the Baha'i faith is illegal and its followers are persecuted--barred from attending university, holding a government job, or inheriting property.

Despite this repression in its place of origin, Baha'i's message is remarkably positive and nonapocalyptic. The faith now counts more than 5 million adherents worldwide, including about 175,000 in the United States. Baha'u'llah spoke often about happiness in spite of worldly troubles, which he saw as a normal feature of life, even a part of God's plan. "Happy is the man that hath apprehended the Purpose of God in whatever He hath revealed from the Heaven of His Will," he said. He was certainly onto something: As social scientists have shown, middle-aged people who trust God in the face of hardship have lower depression and better self-rated health than those who don't, and people who choose to focus optimistically on the positive aspects of life enjoy much greater well-being than those who don't.

To accentuate the positive is not to deny present difficulty or suffering. In fact, acknowledging pain is central to realizing a better future. "Men who suffer not, attain no perfection," taught 'Abdu'l-Baha. "The more a man is chastened, the greater is the harvest of spiritual virtues shown forth by him." This message contradicts our prevailing modern culture that pain is a pathology to be eliminated; it teaches instead the deeply needed truth that suffering is a part of every life and important for learning and growth. This is consistent with the large literature on post-traumatic growth, which shows that making sense of suffering in life tends to enhance personal resilience, spiritual capacity, appreciation for life, and relationships with others.

Baha'i teaching is rigorous, spiritual, and deeply moral, which runs counter to a modern libertine culture that valorizes instant pleasure and transactional ethics. "Happiness consists of two kinds; physical and spiritual," 'Abdu'l-Baha taught. "The physical happiness is limited; its utmost duration is one day, one month, one year. It hath no result. Spiritual happiness is eternal and unfathomable." This is an age-old argument, reaching back to the ancient Greek conflict between hedonia (pleasure seeking) and eudaimonia (virtue seeking). The quest for virtue yields better results according to empirical scrutiny, which finds that eudaimonia delivers more lasting well-being.

Another point that we moderns typically neglect is an assertion that Shoghi Effendi made: "The more we make others happy the greater will be our own happiness and the deeper our sense of having served humanity." In other words, you can't be happy by working solely on your own well-being; in fact, you're well advised not even to start with your own happiness in mind. As psychologists have long shown in experiments, acts of kindness toward others are far better at producing happiness than what has entered the lexicon as "self-care." When people are induced to help others in an activity, recalling that experience gives them higher positive emotion than having worked for their own gain.

These teachings may seem like reminders, rather than new ideas, about how to live a good and upright life. Indeed, more recent Baha'i teaching has emphasized the pitfalls of novelty: The 20th-century scholar and historian Adib Taherzadeh warned against "trivial or sensational ideologies" that lead to "cults which become fashionable for a time. But when the novelty wears off or dissatisfaction sets in," the adherents are left still searching for the next big thing--and "few have found happiness or peace of mind." This insight is profoundly important today, at a time when the internet offers novel identities and lifestyles that beguile the most vulnerable but tend to lower well-being and a sense of life's meaning. When it comes to love, sacrifice, and charity, the old ways are--for the most part--the best ways.

Arthur C. Brooks: How to make life more transcendent

Taken together, these Baha'i tenets form a strategy for living that, to my mind, combines the best of behavioral science and philosophy. They also offer the added advantage of being tried and tested by millions of Baha'i believers who have found that these teachings help build a good life. In that spirit, I have started following these five lessons as part of my morning practice of reflection and meditation--and I can report that I very much like the effect they're having on my life.

1. Have faith in the future. Whatever may come to pass is all part of the greater plan. Conform your will to the divine will, and you will find that it is good.

2. Are you uncomfortable? Good. This means that you are learning and growing as a person, because all growth comes with experiencing discomfort.

3. Today, seek happiness that is deeper than what comes from easy pleasures. Pass on the recreations that offer only empty calories and turn away from time-wasting distractions. Instead, look to what nourishes the body and soul.

4. You cannot be happy yourself without the happiness of others. Seek first to uplift, and then be uplifted. To serve others is to expand your own well-being.

5. There are no corners to cut in being the person you want to be. Today, live the truths of the ancient wisdom without hesitation or embarrassment before the modern world. Ignore the passing fads with their hollow promises.

These abridged lessons are no substitute for a deeper understanding of Baha'i, which is, after all, an actual religion, not a self-help philosophy. With that caution in mind, I sent this essay to Wilson to get his feedback as a true follower of the Baha'i faith. Expressing his approval, he offered a few words about how Baha'i has affected his own life:

What I love about my faith is that it provides a two-fold moral path toward meaning and joy. One is more internal, filled with mystical writings to foster spiritual growth and connect us to the divine winds; the other is more externally focused, where service to humanity and our role in that arena act as a spiritual compass. In the faith we strive to walk both paths--seeking internal enrichment and wisdom while also trying to make the world a more loving place.


To a happiness specialist (and devoted Catholic) like me, this is deeply compelling. As Rainn knows--because he couldn't resist adding: "You should definitely convert, bro."
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COVID Revisionism Has Gone Too Far

If the center and left succumb to the view that "nothing worked," no one will remain to defend sensible public-health measures the next time a pandemic comes around.

by Roge Karma




Pandemic revisionism has gone mainstream. More than five years after COVID-19 began spreading in the United States, a new conventional wisdom has taken hold in some quarters: Public-health officials knew or should have known from the start that pandemic restrictions would do more harm than good, forced them on the public anyway, and then doubled down even as the evidence piled up against them. When challenged, these officials stifled dissent in order to create an illusion of consensus around obviously flawed policies. In the end, America's 2020 pandemic response undermined years of learning in schools, destroyed countless businesses, and led to any number of other harms--all without actually saving any lives in the process.

These sorts of claims were once largely confined to the political right. No longer. Two recent books by respectable left-of-center authors--In Covid's Wake, by the Princeton political scientists Stephen Macedo and Frances Lee, and An Abundance of Caution, by the journalist David Zweig--take up versions of this skeptical narrative, each with their own twists. Both have received rave reviews in publications such as The Wall Street Journal, The Boston Globe, and even the overtly progressive Guardian. The flagship New York Times podcast, The Daily, devoted an episode to an interview with Macedo and Lee. The pair and their work were also featured on PBS NewsHour and CNN.

The books make some valuable points. Some pandemic restrictions remained in place for far too long, especially after vaccines became available, and public-health experts did make several costly mistakes. Their mass support for the George Floyd protests, at a moment when they were otherwise warning against any public gatherings, was particularly damaging to their credibility. But the broader revisionist narrative--that the people in charge imposed sweeping restrictions that they knew were pointless--is a dangerous overcorrection. The political right already believes that America's pandemic response was illegitimate and is using that as a pretext for waging war on the country's public-health apparatus. If the center and left succumb to the nihilism that runs through both of these books, no one will remain to defend sensible public-health measures the next time a pandemic comes around.

For the revisionists, the tragedy of America's pandemic response goes back to the very beginning. According to Macedo and Lee, the "dominant view" within public health prior to 2020 was that so-called non-pharmaceutical interventions (NPIs)--such as school and office closures, stay-at-home orders, mass testing, and mask mandates--would be ineffective at containing a respiratory virus, but would cause widespread social and economic damage. "Mere months before Covid lockdowns, leading health agencies around the world recommended against the very policies that were widely embraced early in the Covid pandemic," they write. Once the virus began spreading, however, public-health establishments around the world, enamored of China's draconian efforts to suppress the outbreak, threw out decades of evidence and embraced society-wide lockdowns. (Right-wing COVID revisionists typically go even further, arguing that public-health officials endorsed lockdowns out of a cynical desire for power.)

Jonathan Chait: Why the COVID reckoning is so one-sided

As evidence that NPIs were pointless, Macedo and Lee point to Sweden, which refused to mandate masks or close schools, offices, and other public spaces. At first, the country was ridiculed and made into a global pariah for pursuing this strategy. But by the end of 2022, Sweden had one of the lowest rates of excess mortality in all of Europe. "Contrary to what was asserted by various experts in 2020, attempting to suppress and contain the Covid-19 virus was never the only option," Macedo and Lee conclude.

Almost everything about this narrative is flawed, beginning with its characterization of the pre-pandemic consensus. Macedo and Lee's account relies heavily on a September 2019 report from the World Health Organization. When I read the report for myself, I was surprised to find that, far from saying NPIs are useless, it actually recommends several, including face masks, school and workplace closures, and travel restrictions, depending on the severity of the outbreak. (The report does recommend against three specific policies--quarantines, border closures, and contact tracing--on the grounds that they are extremely onerous and lack concrete evidence of effectiveness.) Although the authors of the report acknowledge that NPIs can be "highly disruptive," they arrive at the exact opposite conclusion as Macedo and Lee do. "The most effective strategy to mitigate the impact of a pandemic," the report says, "is to reduce contacts between infected and uninfected persons, thereby reducing the spread of infection, the peak demand for hospital beds, and the total number of infections, hospitalizations and deaths." The CDC's 2017 pandemic-preparedness plan came to similar conclusions.

When I brought up these points to Macedo and Lee, Lee acknowledged that there "was definitely debate in the field at the time" but insisted that "strong proponents of NPIs were a minority perspective," citing a 2019 report published by Johns Hopkins University and a 2006 study by four epidemiologists. Those documents are indeed more equivocal about NPIs, but even they are far from being opposed to the use of them. The 2019 report, for instance, states that "a multitude of factors will likely determine how effective NPIs will be, such as the size and geographical range of the outbreak, the specific pathogen, the timing of the outbreak, and the country of occurrence," and includes several recommendations for how to implement certain measures most effectively.

Nor is Sweden the promising counterexample that Macedo and Lee (and many other COVID revisionists) make it out to be. Sweden finished 2020 with an excess mortality rate that was five times that of Finland and 12 times that of Norway. The Swedish government's own postmortem report on its pandemic response concluded that "earlier and more extensive pandemic action should have been taken, particularly during the first wave."

Sweden's pandemic performance did eventually surpass those of most other European countries--but this was only after it embarked on one of Europe's most successful vaccine rollouts in spring 2021. (By contrast, several of its neighbors, such as Finland, botched their vaccination efforts.) In other words, Sweden appears to have ended up with a relatively low death rate despite its lack of restrictions, not because of them. It probably could have saved even more lives by adopting NPIs earlier in the pandemic. "People love to cite Sweden as a success story of the hands-off approach," Ashish Jha, the dean of the Brown University School of Public Health, told me. "But if anything, it shows the exact opposite."

The COVID revisionists are on much stronger ground when they claim that the U.S. kept certain pandemic restrictions, above all school closures, in place for too long. Schools are the focus of Zweig's An Abundance of Caution. As he documents at length--and argued persuasively at the time--the risk of severe illness among children was low, and schools themselves do not appear to have been a major source of transmission to the broader community. Yet 74 of the 100 largest school districts in the U.S. began the fall 2020 semester with remote-only instruction, and only 40 percent of schools nationwide offered the option of full-time in-person education. This was a genuine failure. Children who were kept out of school longer experienced much higher rates of learning loss and worse mental-health outcomes. Learning loss was especially severe for poor and minority children.

Where the revisionists go too far, however, is in their explanation of why schools remained closed for so long. In Zweig's telling, public-health experts, the media, and teachers' unions constituted a "laptop class" of liberal elites who indulged in pandemic groupthink. It was clear by summer 2020, he argues, that schools could safely be reopened, because several European countries had already done so. But the overwhelmingly liberal public-health establishment continued to sow fear about in-person learning--in part because Donald Trump was in favor of it--and their credulous allies in the media disseminated the message.

"Acting in concert--as a tribe, if you will--and aided by social media, these powerful factions exerted considerable control over school policy and the public narrative around it," Zweig writes. This climate of fear led teachers' unions to rebel against the prospect of reopening, at the expense of both children and parents, especially those from underprivileged backgrounds. "No other group of essential professionals en masse fought--and succeeded--to not have to show up for work," he writes of teachers.

David Zweig: The disaster of school closures should have been foreseen

Zweig has a point, but he leaves out some important parts of the story. First, elite opinion on school reopenings was much more divided than he lets on. Throughout 2020, the question was the subject of extensive public debate. The National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine came out in favor of reopening in July of that year. Prominent public-health experts argued for reopenings in publications including The Atlantic, The Washington Post, and the Journal of the American Medical Association.

Second, perhaps even more important, a crucial reason that teachers' unions were able to resist reopening is that they faced relatively little public backlash. Why? Because much of the opposition to school openings came from parents, who were terrified of COVID and didn't want to put their children, or themselves, in harm's way. When I put that to Zweig, he countered that parents supported remote learning only because they had been misled by the so-called experts. "Whether or not those people are fearful has to do with--and I know this is a loaded term but I'm using it purposefully--misinformation by the public-health establishment and the media," he said.

No doubt media coverage influenced parental attitudes. But if that were the entire story, opposition to in-person schooling would presumably have been concentrated among wealthy, white, highly educated households--Zweig's laptop class--who on average pay the most attention to the news and expert opinion. In fact, the opposite was true. Support for remote learning was most pronounced among Black, Hispanic, and low-income parents. One nationally representative survey by the University of Southern California found that a majority of low-income families believed schools should remain closed for the 2020-21 school year, compared with only 27 percent of the wealthiest families. Other polls found similar results. What Zweig attributes to media indoctrination is more adequately explained by real-world experience: Poor and minority families were far likelier than wealthy white households to have lost loved ones to the pandemic and to have health conditions putting them at higher risk. They had perfectly good reasons to be afraid, regardless of what The New York Times was saying.

Macedo and Lee extend the blame-the-elites style of argument beyond school closures, arguing that other pandemic restrictions remained in place for far too long because the public-health establishment elevated ideology over science. "One of our central issues is that debate became unwelcome beginning in April 2020," Macedo told me. He and Lee dedicate a chapter to the debate over the Great Barrington Declaration: a one-page document written by three lockdown-skeptical scientists in October 2020 that called for most people to "resume life as normal" while governments deployed a strategy of "focused protection" concentrated on the most vulnerable individuals, namely the elderly.

This proposal, Macedo and Lee write, was an "earnest appeal by serious scholars" that "deserved a respectful hearing" but instead became the victim of a vicious, coordinated assault by the public-health establishment. They point to a private-email chain in which Dr. Francis Collins, then the director of the National Institutes of Health, called for a "quick and devastating takedown of its premises," and a counter-memorandum signed by 7,000 public-health experts that argued that the herd-immunity approach was based on "a dangerous fallacy unsupported by scientific evidence." Macedo and Lee write, "The reaction to the Great Barrington Declaration represented one of the key episodes in the moralization of dissent during the Covid crisis."

Let's start with the merits of the proposal itself. The idea of "focused protection" sounds great in theory, but would have been almost impossible to implement in practice. In 2020, about 90 million people in America were either older than 65 or had a preexisting condition that made them vulnerable to the coronavirus. The notion that we could have isolated close to a third of the country's residents while allowing the virus to spread unimpeded through the rest of the population was a fantasy. "In basically every country that tried something like this, we saw infections spill over to the vulnerable," Adam Kucharski, an epidemiologist at the London School of Hygiene & Tropical Medicine, told me. (When I put that critique to Macedo and Lee, Lee said, "The idea that focused protection would be more difficult than to protect everyone is hard to wrap my mind around.")

On top of that, in October 2020, the world was a few months away from having highly effective vaccines. "Why needlessly risk the lives of so many people when vaccines were right around the corner?" Michael Osterholm, the director of the Center for Infectious Disease Research and Policy at the University of Minnesota, asked me. Osterholm had been an early lockdown skeptic--Macedo and Lee cite him approvingly at several points--but the imminent possibility of vaccination had made him change his tune. "This was the moment when it made the least sense to take away NPIs," he said.

Although Collins regrets using the intemperate phrase quick and devastating takedown in that email exchange, he is adamant that public-health officials made the right call in coming out forcefully against the Great Barrington Declaration. "If this proposal had been implemented, it would have led to the deaths of tens of thousands of people," Collins told me. "There was no way we could just sit around silently and let that happen."

They didn't sit around; nor did they silence the Great Barrington Declaration or try to banish its authors to the scientific wilderness, as Macedo and Lee suggest. Yes, the authors of the Great Barrington Declaration came in for some personal abuse, usually by individual epidemiologists on social media. The official response, however, came in the form of a carefully argued article published in an academic journal that responded to the proposal's central claims, offering loads of counterarguments backed by scientific studies. What Macedo and Lee characterize as a subversion of public debate looks more like an example of the marketplace of ideas in action.

At times, the revisionist narrative seems to exist in an alternate history in which the United States implemented a heavy-handed, centralized response to the pandemic. In reality, Donald Trump, who was president in 2020 (many COVID revisionists somehow overlook this), spent most of that year downplaying the severity of the pandemic, undermining public-health messaging, and refusing to implement or support the policies that public-health experts, doctors, and much of the country were begging for. The result was a shambolic and porous state-by-state patchwork rather than a unified national strategy to deploy the full resources of the federal government.

Macedo and Lee nonetheless look back at that time and conclude that the U.S. did too much, not too little. In their view, there is no evidence that any of the various measures employed to control the virus, other than vaccines, saved any lives. They cite multiple analyses, including their own, that find no difference in pre-vaccination COVID mortality rates between blue states, which had tighter and longer-lasting restrictions, and red states, which had looser restrictions and ended them earlier. Although Macedo and Lee are careful not to explicitly conclude from these analyses that "nothing worked," it is hard to come away from their discussion of the evidence with any other view. "We have to be honest with ourselves," Lee told me. "There are a lot of medical interventions that we think will be successful and then they don't work. Sometimes the evidence doesn't bear out what you expect to see."

David Frum: Why the COVID deniers won

But the analyses that Macedo and Lee rely on fail to account for differences in the timing of when different states experienced their highest COVID death counts. Several blue states, including New York, New Jersey, and Massachusetts, were hit hard early, and the virus spread before they could implement much of an organized response. By one calculation, the Northeast experienced 56 percent of all U.S. COVID deaths from February through May 2020 despite containing just 17 percent of the country's population; the South, meanwhile, experienced just 17 percent of deaths. In the subsequent months, that dynamic reversed: Northeastern states saw their death rates plummet, while southern states saw their death rates spike. Blue states got hit earlier and harder, but once the pandemic went national, they performed much better.

In our conversation, Macedo and Lee countered by pointing to examples of states that experienced the pandemic at similar times and had similar 2020 age-adjusted mortality rates, despite the fact that some (such as California) kept restrictions in place longer than others (such as Florida). But these cases run into a further complication: Although state-level analyses find no pre-vaccine difference in COVID deaths, they do estimate that the most restrictive states experienced about 30 percent fewer infections than the least restrictive ones, which is the precise outcome that NPIs are supposed to achieve. That is why Thomas Bollyky, the lead author of one of the state-level studies that Macedo and Lee cite, told me that he was shocked to hear his work being used to shed doubt on the effectiveness of NPIs. "I feel like I'm having an Annie Hall-type moment," Bollyky told me. "These interventions were designed to reduce infections, and that's exactly what they did."

Why didn't they show an obvious impact on mortality, then? One possibility, Bollyky said, is that a long list of intermediating factors--including age, preexisting conditions, and health-care access--determine whether an infected person will die from COVID. These might be impossible to fully control for in state-by-state comparisons. Another is that the elderly, who were most at risk of dying from infection, were likely to voluntarily adhere to social-distancing policies even when official mandates went away. For example, although Florida was one of the first states to entirely lift restrictions, Bollyky and colleagues found that Florida residents, who are disproportionately elderly, stayed home and wore masks at higher rates than people in most other states. Lockdown policies might have been so effective at changing behavior that people kept following restrictions even after they were lifted, creating the false impression that policy didn't matter in the first place. (There were also plenty of Californians who disobeyed the orders that remained in place in their state, making those policies seem less effective.)

Whether restrictions prevented the spread of COVID is a different question from whether they were worth the cost. Macedo, Lee, and Zweig are right that America's pandemic response was marked by a failure to properly weigh trade-offs. As they document at length, public-health officials often framed saving lives from the virus as the only legitimate objective of public policy, without considering the potential damage that would stem from the pursuit of that goal. Most public-health experts now seem to share that assessment. In July 2023, for instance, Collins expressed regret for what he called "a public-health mindset" in which officials "attach infinite value to stopping the disease and saving a life" and "zero value to whether this actually totally disrupts people's lives, ruins the economy, and has many kids kept out of school in a way that they never quite recovered."

The COVID revisionists are right to criticize this tendency, but at times they fall victim to a mirror image of the same mindset: Lockdowns were all costs, no benefits, and thus should have been discarded. "There is just no evidence that any of these measures actually prevented death," Lee told me. "So we have to ask ourselves: Should we really take the kinds of actions where the benefits are uncertain but we know the costs will be severe?" Zweig is even more direct. "In the end, there was no benefit to keeping schools closed for so-called safety reasons out of 'an abundance of caution,'" he writes. "And there were no reasonable trade-offs in doing so. There were just harms."

From the March 2025 issue: Why the COVID deniers won

If ignoring the costs of lockdowns led in some cases to an overly restrictive response, ignoring the benefits could lead to an overly loose one. In many ways, we were lucky last time. The next virus--and there will be a next one--could be far deadlier. It could disproportionately target children or be much harder to vaccinate against. If all restrictions are off the table, the scale of the disaster could be unprecedented.

The revisionist narrative also has the potential to become a self-fulfilling prophecy. If people are convinced that public-health measures don't work in the first place, they will be less likely to follow them, which, in turn, will render them even less effective. This dynamic could even undermine the one measure that the non-right-wing COVID revisionists generally support: vaccines. After all, if people are convinced that the public-health establishment is full of lying ideologues, why make an exception for vaccines? Unchecked COVID revisionism, in trying to correct the errors of the last pandemic, might leave us even less prepared for the next one.
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Donald Trump's Perfect Museum

Why are museums filled with artifacts from the past? Why don't they include things from the future?<strong> </strong>

by Alexandra Petri




"The museums throughout Washington, but all over the Country are, essentially, the last remaining segment of 'WOKE.' The Smithsonian is OUT OF CONTROL, where everything discussed is how horrible our Country is, how bad Slavery was, and how unaccomplished the downtrodden have been - Nothing about Success, nothing about Brightness, nothing about the Future. We are not going to allow this to happen." -- Donald Trump, Truth Social, August 19

Why are museums filled with artifacts from the past and stories about the past? Why don't museums include things from the future? These are normal questions that everyone has about museums, not just me, Donald J. Trump. I have certainly been to a museum even once and, more important, I understand how linear time works.

For too long, the Smithsonian has been doing museum wrong. I keep asking, Why do we only have things from the past here? Why don't we have anything from the future? Such as ... tesseract? Such as Bene Gesserit witch? Such as little angry box that poor Timothee Chalamet has to stick his hand in as endurance test? Such as ... sandworm?

They say, But sir, we have a space shuttle. But sir, we have the Wright Brothers' airplane! But sir, we have the Enola Gay! I say, What is that? I thought we got rid of all that with the DEI. They say, No sir, it's a plane. It has to do with nuclear.

At museums, they make you feel bad. First, about slavery. Then, about other things. They say, Sir, don't sit there. Sir, you can't touch that. Sir, put that down. Sir, the ropes mean "Don't touch." Enough! If I wanted to go to a big marble building and get told to feel bad, I would attend church.

And they have all these bones. They say, This is a dinosaur. I say, No it's not! It's a bunch of bones stuck together. If it was a dinosaur, believe me, we wouldn't be standing here chatting. I guess they can't afford the live ones like in Jurassic Park. That is the first thing the Smithsonian should fix. Get real dinosaurs. Get them from the mosquitoes in the amber.

Then they have the botanical garden, which is a kind of jail for plants. I keep saying, What did these plants do? Why don't they let the plants out? I can't understand it.

Then they have the natural-history museum and also the regular-history museum. I said, Why isn't American history considered natural? What's so unnatural about it? This is out-of-control Woke!

Air and Space Museum I didn't go to, because it sounded empty.

At every museum, you go into a room and you have to read a little plaque with a story about the past. If I wanted to read or to think about the past, I would have led my entire life in a different way. And all these stories about the past just make me feel bad. They should make up better stories about the past instead. Some can be sad, like River of Blood and Bowling Green Massacre. Some can be happy, like how I have already ended six wars that no one knows about! Some can be medium, like the War of 1812. And if people mention slavery, they should be fair! Maybe it was gruesomely, gut-wrenchingly, nightmarishly horrible, the original sin of the country that still stains everything, but maybe ... it wasn't! We may never know, especially if we stop reading books and force the museums to stop mentioning it. No one can really say.

To me, the perfect museum is a bright room full of items from the future where you don't think about slavery at all. I guess I am describing an Apple Store. That's how museums should be.

The first thing that should happen when you walk into a museum is that six big men, weeping, should take your coat and tell you, Sir, you are terrific. Then they should let you sit down. You should be able to see the whole museum sitting down. Which you could do if the museum were properly focused on FUTURE.

Instead of walking into a room full of pictures and stories about mostly dead people who photographed poorly, you should walk into a big room full of mirrors. But the mirrors that make you look skinny, not the other ones. Then the mirrors should open and--boom! You are in the future.

The first room is just hoverboards!

The next few rooms are full of even more thrilling future objects. Blasters. Lightsabers. Replicators. Replicants. That Star Trek device that diagnoses and treats all your ailments, and RFK Jr. standing next to it saying you're not allowed to use it. (Special partnership with MAHA!) The Statue of Liberty, but wrecked, with Charlton Heston screaming, "YOU MANIACS!!" A Jaeger and, for balance, a Kaiju. The transporter device you can get into with a fly, and when you come out, you are also half fly! That's fun.

Then there's a room where you can see all the other timelines of your life. I'm in jail for most of mine. You can take a selfie there if you want to.

In the next room: the Twilight Zone. Visitors can take turns being the little boy who can wish people into a cornfield. For now, it is still my turn.

Then there's a room that is just BRIGHTNESS! Empty and totally white. Just the way Stephen Miller is trying to make the country.

Then you ride a moving walkway to the gift shop, where you can buy a commemorative Success. Brightness. Future. T-shirt for $1 million and, unrelatedly, receive an invitation to dinner with me, the president.

Through the final door, the future, just as George Orwell imagined it! Never mind. That's the exit.
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The Quest for a Liberal Stephen Miller

Some Democrats believe that their best bet might be to imitate prominent Republicans, but they're misdiagnosing their party's problem.

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.

Do Democrats need their own Stephen Miller? That's what the Rolling Stone journalist Asawin Suebsaeng reports hearing from many people on the left. Imagining a progressive version of Donald Trump's far-right-hand man is hard enough, much less justifying why this might be a good thing. But the idea seems inevitable in a party that has already launched searches for a Democratic Joe Rogan, a Democratic Donald Trump, and a Democratic Project 2025. Even as voters keep telling pollsters that they find the Democratic Party inauthentic, some of its leaders are looking for cheap, left-of-center knockoffs of existing products.

Growing numbers of voters disapprove of Trump, but they don't see Democrats as a viable alternative. The party's own voters describe it with terms such as "weak" and "apathetic." Americans tell pollsters that Democrats are "more focused on helping other people than people like me." In interviews and focus groups, they complain that Democrats have muddled messages or are talking down to them. The New York Times reports today that Democratic Party registration is losing ground to the GOP in the 30 states that track these numbers.

The desire for a Miller Lite reveals Democrats' misunderstanding of their own problem. Democrats are facing a political challenge, as they struggle to communicate their goals to voters in an appealing way. But Miller hasn't been particularly successful at winning over voters. In fact, he's manifestly unappealing as a public figure and apparently as a colleague, to say nothing of his condiment preferences. Miller's own public approval rating is 11 points underwater, and as he's put his agenda into action, Trump keeps getting less popular, too. What makes Miller such an effective policy maven is his devotion to his worldview, and his willingness to sweep aside almost any barriers that might impede his ability to implement it--including public opposition. If Democrats actually got their hands on a Miller Lite, he might only make them less popular.

Suebsaeng's account of what he's hearing exposes this muddled thinking. He writes that people don't "want the mirror image of the lawlessness per se," but they do desire someone "willing to do or say anything and force practically the entire government even people who technically outrank him to violate laws and norms." Some people might imagine that you could find a ruthless champion of liberal policy ideas without Miller's unfortunate tendency to run roughshod over the rules, but that's part of Miller's full package: He's able to succeed because he has little respect for them. Though a liberal equivalent might be able to drive through some policies, the cost of further destroying the rule of law would be an abandonment of the party's most basic values. Leftist authoritarianism with good health-care coverage is not an appealing alternative to Trumpism. It's Cuba.

The search for Democratic dupes--pun very much intended--in other areas encounters similar challenges. "The search for a liberal Joe Rogan has led Democrats to an unlikely candidate: Jaime Harrison, their former party chair," Semafor reported last month. Quite unlikely, in fact. Harrison seems like a nice enough guy, which is perhaps one reason his new podcast hasn't found much audience in an ecosystem that values excitement and conflict. Another problem is the guest lineup, which is mostly Democratic politicians and also Hunter Biden. If Democrats think this is a response to Rogan, they're badly mistaken. Rogan is a podcaster who talks about politics, not a political podcaster. His appeal comes in part from his reputation as an everyman who is at least ostensibly open to persuasion.

California Governor Gavin Newsom has created a lot of buzz in recent days for X posts from his press office that mimic the Trump style--ALL CAPS, stilted diction, memes, and more. This has had the effect of bringing attention to Gavin Newsom, and also of trolling a clueless Dana Perino. Overall, these posts have the form of a joke--it's recognizable to everyone but Perino as a burlesque--but they don't really have any humor. What political project they serve other than entrenching Trump's style is obscure.

Some Democrats are also seeking to replicate the success of Project 2025, the Heritage Foundation-led plan that has been a blueprint for the Trump administration. Here, at least, they seem to be closer to thinking about comparisons with the GOP in a parallel way: Project 2025 has been successful because it is a policy document, not a piece of political strategy. It begins with a worldview--for a religious, traditionalist society--and only then lays out plans to achieve it. But The New York Times reports that the people behind "Project 2029" are trying to gather a range of thinkers from across the Democratic spectrum, which risks producing a great deal of infighting about priorities, rather than a unified plan.

During the Trump era, the GOP agenda has become flattened into whatever Donald Trump and influential advisers say it is. Other Republicans have either adjusted their views or left the party. A figure like Miller both creates and benefits from this uniformity. Democrats can't really replicate that. Their coalition is far more diverse, and there's no major ideological leader of the party, except Bernie Sanders, whose agenda most Democratic elected officials (and voters) don't subscribe to. (Both parties used to be much more ideologically heterogeneous than they are today, although the GOP coalition has narrowed faster than the Democratic one.) Democrats have a lot of policy ideas, some of them in conflict; the upside of a diverse coalition is lots of different approaches.

Every time I hear about the quest for a "liberal Joe Rogan," I'm reminded of a passage by Ta-Nehisi Coates, who quoted Saul Bellow dismissing African culture by asking, "Who is the Tolstoy of the Zulus?" In reply to Bellow, the journalist Ralph Wiley wrote, "Tolstoy is the Tolstoy of the Zulus." This is a lesson about universality, but it can also be a reminder of the value of producing your own ideas and work. Joe Rogan already exists; the left needs its own authentic voice, and he or she won't sound like Rogan. For Democrats, imitation is the sincerest forum for getting flattened.

Related:

	The real problem with the Democrats' ground game
 	The Democrats' biggest Senate recruits have one thing in common.
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Today's News

	 The Republican-controlled Texas House of Representatives began debating a redistricting proposal this morning that could deliver five additional U.S. House seats to the GOP--legislation that is expected to pass.
 
 	U.S. and European military leaders have begun discussing postwar security guarantees for Ukraine, according to U.S. officials and sources. The White House said yesterday that Russian President Vladimir Putin has agreed to meet with Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky, though the Kremlin has not yet confirmed a meeting.
 	 President Donald Trump called for Federal Reserve Governor Lisa Cook to resign over unconfirmed mortgage-fraud allegations.
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Takako Kido for The Atlantic



A Tale of Sex and Intrigue in Imperial Kyoto

By Lauren Groff

In mid-April, I flew to Japan because I'd become obsessed with an 11th-century Japanese novel called The Tale of Genji. I also had a frantic longing to escape my country. At its best, literature is a way to loft readers so far above the burning present that we can see a vast landscape of time below us. From the clouds, we watch the cyclical turn of seasons and history, and can take a sort of bitter comfort in the fact that humans have always been a species that simply can't help setting our world on fire.
 I was bewildered that The Tale of Genji had such a hold on me at this particular moment: It is a wild, confounding work that many consider to be the first novel ever written, by a mysterious woman whose true name we'll never know, but whom we call Murasaki Shikibu, or Lady Murasaki. The novel is more than 1,000 pages long, more than 1,000 years old, and larded with enigmatic poetry. It's about people whose lives differ so much--in custom, religion, education, wealth, privilege, politics, hierarchy, aesthetics--from the lives of 21st-century Americans that most of their concerns have become nearly illegible to us through the scrim of time and language.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	Western nations are taking a key step toward a two-state solution.
 	The rise of "cute debt"
 	The Democrats' biggest Senate recruits have one thing in common.
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Read. Kate Riley's perceptive debut novel, Ruth, depicts the life of a woman in a repressive sect without condescension, Hillary Kelly writes. Can a woman be happy without autonomy?

Watch. In 2020, Sophie Gilbert recommended 25 half-hour TV shows for anyone with a frazzled attention span.

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 Claire's Once Gave Tween Girls

The struggling chain is still alive, but its version of childhood might not be.

by Ellen Cushing




Mostly, I remember the fluffy pens. When I was in elementary and middle school, nothing could be cooler than a fluffy pen, at least until it got covered in backpack grime and started to look like an exceptionally long-tailed subway rat. And no place had fluffy pens in abundance like Claire's, a chain that sold accessories and other trinkets and, at the time, seemed to exist in every shopping center in America. Mine had an entire wall of fluffy pens, in every color, usually for some kind of absurd deal that allowed even a child to feel the intoxicating rush of acquisition. This was what Claire's was for. It was a temple to girlhood, a place where everything was frivolous and where tooth-fairy money could make dreams come true.

But Claire's is in trouble. Earlier this month, the company filed for bankruptcy protection, for the second time in a decade, and began liquidating. Today, it announced that it would be selling the majority of its North American business to the private-equity firm Ames Watson, for $104 million, with the intention of keeping some of its stores open. Claire's has been saved, at least in the short term, but Ames Watson has its work cut out for it. Claire's is a mall store, and malls are dying. Inflation, higher interest rates, and rising labor costs have further squeezed profits--true for basically every company, but when your primary customers don't have jobs, they don't react well to raising prices. Recently, President Donald Trump's tariffs have complicated Claire's business model, which is heavily reliant on imports: From November 2024 to April 2025, 56 percent of its inventory came from China. The company is about half a billion dollars in debt.

Claire's started as a wig shop in the 1960s before merging with an accessories retailer in 1973, and then getting into the ear-piercing business and staking its claim on preteen girls. It specialized in cheaply made, kaleidoscopically tacky junk, destined to dye your skin green and then end up in a landfill. It was bad, in the aesthetic sense and the environmental sense. But Claire's was special to me, because it was for me. It wasn't the checkout aisle at a store for older women or the costume corner of a kids' store. It wasn't for impressing boys; it was for impressing girls. It felt like a clubhouse. I can still remember how it smelled, like chemicals and vanilla cookies. I remember the purple walls, covered floor-to-ceiling in all the instruments of tweenage self-expression: charm bracelets, toe rings, impractically small purses, hair clips made to look like gummy bears or butterflies. I remember how easy it was to buy a pair of clear-lensed glasses or a flimsy flower crown and try on a new identity, how Claire's made figuring out who you were and what you liked feel fun and low-stakes.

Read: No one knows exactly what social media is doing to teens

I remember getting my ears pierced there, obviously, by someone who couldn't have been much older than I was, one of my hands clutching my mother's and the other clutching my best friend's. Claire's seemed to exist for precisely that time in one's life: old enough to get your ears pierced, young enough to be scared; old enough to want a purse, young enough to not have much to fill it with; old enough to have the allowance money to buy a scrunchie, young enough to think it could change you. That moment is sacred, and I know now that it ends quickly. By the time I got my nose pierced, only a few years later, I didn't even consider going to Claire's. I wanted to go to the local tattoo place instead.

Two decades later, retail has changed. So, I think, has childhood. When I was shopping at Claire's, my desires were largely assembled in the self-contained ecosystem of King Middle School. Sometimes a friend's older sister would give me advice, which I treated with biblical reverence, but for the most part, the people telling me what to like were girls my age, whom I knew in real life. This wasn't totally logical--in retrospect, I probably should not have allowed Gemma S. and An-Hae C. absolute power over my moods, interests, tastes, and values--but it was at least straightforward. I was a kid who shopped like a kid, because the people I was imitating were kids too.

Today's young people are learning what's cool on the context-collapsed, algorithmically driven social web, much of the time from professional influencers who are older than them. Tweens still exist as a market category and a chronological distinction, but in practice, they act a lot like teens or even 20-somethings. To the degree that they are even shopping in person at all, it's often at grown-up places such as Sephora, where they can obsess over which expensive creams to add to their elaborate anti-aging skin-care routines, and Brandy Melville, which stocks clothes that I, an adult, would be perfectly comfortable wearing: high-necked cardigans, striped tops in tasteful neutrals. Maybe they should go to Claire's while they still can, though, and get their hands on a fluffy pen.
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Trump Has No (Legal) Power to Mess With the Election

But that won't stop him from finding ways to make chaos.

by Quinta Jurecic




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

The idea, it seems, came from the Russian president. "Vladimir Putin, smart guy," Donald Trump told the Fox News television host Sean Hannity following the summit between the two leaders in Anchorage, Alaska. Putin, Trump reported, had told him, "You can't have an honest election with mail-in voting." And that, apparently, spurred the president to act--sort of.

Days later, Trump posted on Truth Social that he would ban "MAIL-IN BALLOTS" in an "EXECUTIVE ORDER to help bring HONESTY to the 2026 Midterm Elections." He expanded on his plan during an Oval Office press conference ostensibly about the war in Ukraine, sitting next to a studiously blank-faced Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky. "We're going to end mail-in voting," the president declared. "It's a fraud."

Several days later, the promised executive order has yet to appear. Even if Trump does end up signing a document that claims to prohibit mail-in ballots, though, such an order would likely have little legal power. The American system for administering elections is highly decentralized: The work of deciding how people should vote and of helping them do so is largely carried out at the state and local levels, with the federal government playing only a minor role. Mail-in balloting, which is authorized at the state level by a state's legislature, is no exception. But as Americans have learned over the past six months, just because the president may lack legal authority to make a policy change does not mean he lacks the power to make an enormous mess.

Paul Rosenzweig: Trump is already undermining the next election

Trump's spree of second-term executive orders can be divided into several categories. Sometimes, he is exercising authority within the normal bounds of presidential power, though often to stupid or malicious ends; sometimes, there's genuine uncertainty as to whether the president can wield the power Trump claims for himself; and sometimes, Trump has arrogated to himself an authority that doesn't exist. An executive order banning mail-in ballots would fall into the final category. In an oddly professorial flourish in his Truth Social post, the president insisted, "Remember, the States are merely an 'agent' for the Federal Government in counting and tabulating the votes." But this is not true. The Constitution establishes unambiguously that elections are carried out by each individual state, under state rules. Congress can establish additional instructions--but the president himself has no freestanding authority. Trump's promise to intervene anyway reflects his understanding of the presidency not as one branch of government constrained by the separation of powers, but as America's king.

For this same reason, two federal courts have already blocked significant portions of Trump's previous executive order on "Preserving and Protecting the Integrity of American Elections," which he signed in March. That order didn't bar mail-in ballots, but sought to implement a range of other election-related policies responding to Republican conspiracy theories around election fraud: mandating proof of citizenship during voter registration, requiring states to share voter rolls with the federal government, and forbidding the counting of any ballots that arrive after Election Day, among other changes. Even former Republican Senate Majority Leader Mitch McConnell criticized the order as an unwise power grab. In an opinion barring several sections of the order from going into effect, Judge Colleen Kollar-Kotelly of the U.S. District Court for the District of Columbia explained, "The States have initial authority to regulate elections. Congress has supervisory authority over those regulations. The President does not feature at all."

Any executive order claiming to outright ban mail-in ballots would immediately face a similar legal challenge. It's not even clear what levers Trump could attempt to pull. Though the president can use executive orders to direct federal officials, "there are no federal officials who govern whether states get to use mail ballots or not," Justin Levitt, who studies the law of democracy at Loyola Law School, told me. And the White House simply has no authority to make these demands of state officials, Levitt said. "The president passing an executive order that purports to tell state election officials how to do their jobs is the same as me writing a note to a state election official on a Burger King receipt." Perhaps Trump could try threatening to withhold federal funds from states unless they restrict access to mail-in ballots--but such an effort would be legally dubious under well-established precedents, and Congress has allocated so little in the way of election funding that there's not much to withhold.

Short on options, the White House will likely be left MacGyvering its way to a solution using equipment not really suited to the task. Project 2025, for example, suggested prosecuting former Pennsylvania Secretary of State Kathy Boockvar for a 2020 legal opinion on the use of provisional ballots for mail-in balloting under Pennsylvania state law--a proposition that Levitt described to me as "crazy." The Justice Department could threaten state and local election officials with similarly baseless investigations in an effort at intimidation. Prosecutors would encounter the small problem that no criminal statutes obviously apply to an election official legally handing out mail-in ballots. But the risk of a criminal investigation, even a meritless one, could still frighten election administrators.

Read: Trump says he is serious about staying in office past 2028

Trump's hatred of mail-in ballots dates back to 2016, when he complained that Colorado's shift to all-mail voting would enable fraud. As more states adopted mail-in ballots during the pandemic election of 2020, he seized on this development as a basis to spread claims that Democrats would try to use "fraudulent" mail-in votes to steal the presidency--an idea that would become a key claim of the Big Lie that Trump had won the 2020 election, and a driver of the attack on the Capitol on January 6, 2021. Now that he has secured the presidency again, Trump may feel that he has an opportunity to finally right this imagined wrong. (On the same day that Trump posted his Truth Social announcement, the voting-machine manufacturer Dominion announced that it had secured a $67 million settlement with Newsmax over the far-right television network's promotion of conspiracy theories about the company in 2020.)

Yet if the goal is to corruptly tilt elections toward the Republican Party--"you're not going to have many Democrats get elected," Trump promised when detailing his plans to end mail-in voting in the Oval Office--the president's mental model may be out-of-date. In the Trump era, the Republican coalition has come to rely on voters who follow politics less closely, vote less frequently, and are more likely not to cast a ballot if doing so is difficult. Limiting access to voting might have been politically helpful to Republicans in the past, but seems not to be now. That may be especially true in lower-turnout contests such as midterms, in which Democrats may see an advantage thanks to a more politically engaged voter base.

During the 2024 election, Trump's campaign staff seems to have been able to convince him to be quiet about his hatred of voting by mail long enough to increase Republicans' use of mail-in ballots. As the 2026 midterms draw closer, his advisers may have to struggle to contain him once again, whether or not he moves forward with an executive order. The risk created by Trump's attacks on mail-in ballots is less that Trump will actually succeed in limiting access to the franchise and that such limitations will actually tilt the playing field toward Republicans, and more that the president will--as he did in 2020--kick up enough doubt and confusion that a significant number of Americans no longer trust an election's results.
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Peace in Ukraine Is Not a Real-Estate Deal

"This war is over when the Russians understand that they can't win."

by Hanna Rosin




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

President Donald Trump's two most recent international summits--in Alaska last week with Russian President Vladimir Putin, and then at the White House this week with Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky--included some notable fashion statements. Zelensky arrived in a proper suit instead of the military-style fatigues that he wore the last time he met with Trump, in February. But the more startling sartorial choice came from Russian Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov: Lavrov arrived in Alaska in a sweatshirt (already a bold choice), and this one was adorned in big, black block letters with C.C.C.P., the Russian initials for the U.S.S.R. The message was widely interpreted as a rallying cry for old-style Russian imperialism and a somewhat trollish move by the foreign minister, who had arrived at a meeting ostensibly designed to discuss ending that very thing. But maybe the more urgent question is: Was the significance of this message entirely lost on Trump?

On the campaign trail ahead of his second term, Trump repeatedly said that he would end the Ukraine war within 24 hours of taking office. With this latest pair of summits, Trump was equally optimistic: Close the deal! Win the Nobel Prize! But the forces driving this war--Putin's nostalgia for a bygone era among them--are too deep and stubborn to easily yield to Trump's brand of dealmaking.

In this episode of Radio Atlantic, we talk with Anne Applebaum, who has been studying Ukraine and Russia for decades and understands their leaders' underlying motivations. We also speak with politics and national-security writer Vivian Salama, who knows what Trump's limitations are and explains what the next possible moves could be.



The following is a transcript of the episode:

Hanna Rosin: The past seven days brought two very strange international summits: one where President Donald Trump rolled out an actual red carpet on American soil for Russian President Vladimir Putin.

News host 1: A high-stakes moment on the world's stage.
 News host 2: It was Putin's first time back on U.S. soil in more than a decade. He received a grand welcome, complete with a military flyover and a red-carpet rollout.


Rosin: A few days later, Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky visited the White House with a hastily mobilized posse of European leaders.

News host 3: The historic sequel: President Trump and Ukraine's President Zelensky back at the White House.
 News host 4: The two leaders striking a cordial, collegial tone and also somewhat optimistic.


Rosin: The summits were historic, momentous--if more than a little chaotic. And yet it's unclear what, if anything, changed as a result of them. The war grinds on. Civilians are still dying in Ukrainian cities, with Russians striking even as Zelensky was in Washington.

Trump approached the two Ukraine talks with his usual brand of optimism. Let's close the deal! Win the Nobel Prize! But--and this will come as a huge shock--ending a war is not so simple.

I'm Hanna Rosin. This is Radio Atlantic.

To help us understand what happened this week, what changed and what didn't, and what really needs to happen for this to end well, we have staff writer Anne Applebaum, a longtime reporter on both Russia and Ukraine, and staff writer Vivian Salama, who covers politics and national security.

Vivian, welcome to the show.

Vivian Salama: Thanks for having me.

Rosin: Anne, thanks for joining us.

Anne Applebaum: Thanks, Hanna.

Rosin: And before we begin, I want to say that we're recording this conversation at 10 a.m. Eastern Time on Wednesday because anything could happen. This is an evolving story.

Vivian, you were actually at the White House for Monday's meeting between Trump, Zelensky, and the European leaders. What did you take from watching it up close that the rest of us might not have seen?

Salama: I have covered the White House now since, let's say, late 2016, when Donald Trump was elected the first time. And I have to say, I've never, ever seen the White House so chaotic.

Rosin: Really?

Salama: I've never seen so many people, journalists included, and I'm not talking about just European and American journalists. There were Iranian journalists and Japanese journalists--I mean, just to show you how significant an event this was and how much the world is sort of looking at Washington at that moment to see if this would indeed result in a breakthrough, or if it's just talks to have more talks.

Rosin: So what you took from that is: The world's eyes are watching. Like, that was the symbolism for you, or was it that chaos is happening?

Salama: Well, a little bit of both. To be fair, the world's eyes were definitely watching. But there was also an element of chaos, just how quickly the event came together, you know, these leaders flying in on short notice. The White House loves protocol. It loves to have days and months, sometimes, to organize things, to book hotel rooms, and to do all this. I mean, all these leaders, they come with big delegations. You know, the city was basically turned upside down.

And remember, the city was already turned upside down because we were in a so-called state of an emergency because, you know, the National Guard has been rolled out and our police federalized. And so just days prior, we were sort of already in a state of chaos, and then suddenly, you have these world leaders descending upon us on almost no notice. It definitely set the tone for the day.

Rosin: Right. I get it. It's like a Beyonce concert on short notice.

Salama: Absolutely.

Rosin: It's like a huge event, but in a totally mad way.

Anne, so you're watching this over from Europe. It all came together very quickly. What is the view from Europe as this is all happening?

Applebaum: So just to give you some context, we're in the middle of August, and in most European countries, this is absolutely the height of summer vacation, and everything is shut. Offices, schools, shops--nobody is doing anything. And the fact that so many heads of state were willing to get on a plane on basically 24 hours' notice and fly to Washington, I think, tells you how unbelievably alarming the Alaska summit appeared here.

Rosin: Oh. So it's alarming because we're thinking it as a sort of, you know: The entourage showed up; they're supporting Zelensky. That's amazing. But you're saying it's coming out of a fear.

Applebaum: Fear and confusion and a sense that maybe the White House doesn't really understand the rules of the game.

So what happened in Alaska was that Putin got exactly what he wanted. He was treated as a world leader, as a superpower leader. There were American soldiers kneeling on the tarmac, rolling out the red carpet for him. The American president stood on the red carpet and waved and clapped at him.

He had exactly the treatment that he wanted. He had the TV pictures that he wanted. And he went home having offered nothing and given nothing. He still never said that he wants to end the war. He still never said that he would stop fighting. He's never said that he recognizes Ukrainian sovereignty. So he has given away nothing.

Rosin: Right.

Applebaum: And Trump, interviewed afterward, said the summit was 10 out of 10, and everything was great. And, you know, now Zelensky is going to Washington, and the instinct was We all need to be there to avoid a repeat of February, and also to explain to the president that the war hasn't ended yet and we may have a long way to go. I mean, I think what was also alarming was that Trump had begun using Putin's language, so he dropped this word cease-fire, and he started talking vaguely about peace negotiations.

And this is what Putin wants because peace negotiations mean we can vaguely negotiate and he can keep fighting. Whereas it's in Europe's interest and Ukraine's interest and everybody else's interest that there be a cease-fire, that the war stop at least for some period of time.

And so he was using Putin's language, he was playing Putin's game, and Europeans felt that they better show up.

Rosin: Okay, so they came in with a kind of maternal attitude--like, We have to tell you something; we have to teach you something. There's something dangerous going on. And did that happen?

What Vivian said was it was giant, but it was also chaotic. And it was hard, honestly, to read the signals coming out of the meeting. So what is the biggest change that you read, coming out?

Applebaum: The biggest change was that they got Trump to talk about security guarantees, even in an unclear way.

And you're right, by the way, about the chaos. I mean, nobody really knows anything, and it's not clear whether anything has been decided or anything has changed. But to get Trump to acknowledge that any end to the war or any cease to the fighting, whatever we're calling it--truce, temporary pause, whatever--is very dangerous because Russia could restart the war at any time. And to prevent that, Europeans want Americans to understand that there has to be something given to Ukraine to prevent the Russians from invading again. So there needs to be some longer term--they're using the term security guarantees.

I mean, it's a tricky thing because, actually, Ukraine already has security guarantees from the United States. This was back in 1994. There's something called the Budapest Memorandum, signed by America, Russia, the U.K., and a couple others, that was meant to guarantee Ukraine's borders, and so on. So theoretically, it's something that exists already. It's just that it was never ratified; it was never a big treaty.

And so now the Europeans got Trump thinking along those lines, and they consider that to have been useful to push him in the direction of understanding that you need a structure to end a war. You don't end it just by stopping the fighting. You need to have other longer-term solutions.

Rosin: Okay. I understand. This is strange because it's like, basically, they're trying to educate him on basic things. You can't just wave your wand and end a war and say a word cease-fire and roll out the red carpet, and everything is fine. Like, you have to actually do something--you have to attend to the details.

Applebaum: This is not how you end wars. You have low-level meetings. You bring together under neutral negotiators, you discuss what the issues are, and then you have the meeting of the big leaders at the very end.

But this is all being done backwards, and that, I think, is also adding to the chaos. So people have the impression, Something big has been achieved, when actually, we still don't know whether Russia wants to end the war or not.

Rosin: Right. Understood.

Vivian, the leaders were received differently by Trump this time around, like Zelensky, for example. Can you describe how and why it was significant? And why are you laughing?

Salama: Because Zelensky was actually the only one received by Trump.

Rosin: Oh, I see.

Salama: The other ones were received by his head of protocol, which is pretty unusual as well. He was inside the White House, and his head of protocol went out, one by one, individually welcoming the leaders.

He did have some fanfare for Zelensky. The color guard was out at the White House along the driveway, and he did come out of the West Wing and greet him and do all of that. But there was no official red-carpet welcoming or--you know, there was a military-jet flyover when he welcomed Putin, which is pretty extraordinary.

None of that was there for Zelensky, but he did have a warmer greeting than perhaps we'd anticipated. Also, because of the fact that their February meeting was so explosive, you know, listeners may remember that epic encounter that Zelensky had with Trump in February--

Rosin: And J. D. Vance.

Salama: --and J. D. Vance. And Secretary of State Marco Rubio was there, where the entire Oval Office spray, where the journalists go in. It devolved very quickly into a shouting match because they accused Zelensky of not showing enough gratitude to the United States for its support. And so voices were raised, and it became a very, very awkward event.

You know, going from that to this week's events, where Zelensky showed up in a suit, for starters, because he was criticized by some pro-Trump supporters and pro-Trump journalists that he was not wearing a suit and that he was disrespecting the American president by doing that. This time he showed up in the same outfit that he wore at the Vatican to the pope's funeral, which was a black sort of cargo blazer and black pants and a black button-down shirt.

Rosin: So, okay. How to read all this. Is that, first of all, a midway concession on Zelensky's part, not a full concession? And on Trump's part, I'm trying to understand what you're saying about how he greeted the European leaders, because in words, he said, Oh, I'm glad they came. It's all good. It's good he has an entourage. But in the room, was there some different signal he was sending to this whole posse of people who showed up?

Salama: So he was with Zelensky already when the Europeans arrived. And so, you know, we have to kind of forgive him for not going out and saying hello and greeting the European leaders individually. As far as Zelensky making concessions, yes, he had to make a lot of concessions this time around because of the fact that that first encounter, in February, went so badly that even European leaders afterwards really took Zelensky aside and gave him a talking to, in terms of the way that you manage Donald Trump. And to do so, you cannot engage him.

Rosin: Yeah.

Salama: And Zelensky did engage him that time around. He did kind of try to put up a fight, and they told him that that's not gonna be a winning battle, that Ukraine needs the United States more than the United States needs Ukraine at this point, and he has to go in there and play the game. And so he did this time around. Obviously, the substance coming out of it, you know, was significant as a result. Whether or not it results in anything, you know, it remains to be seen.

But Anne talked about security guarantees. That definitely is a huge game changer for Trump in terms of his, even, political stance. I covered the campaign last year, and this was a huge issue. Trump repeatedly said on the campaign trail, We're done with supporting foreign wars. And just to allude to the fact that we are going to have security guarantees, that the U.S. will support Ukraine moving forward, that really goes far from anything that he had ever promised on the campaign trail.

Rosin: So it is real? I mean, that is real.

Salama: They're looking at it, and Press Secretary Karoline Leavitt yesterday--so that was Tuesday--she went to the podium and said that the president was even considering having U.S. pilots be part of those security guarantees. That's extraordinary and such a huge departure from what he was saying on the campaign trail, where he was like, Enough with the weapons. Enough with the money. We're done with these wars.

[Music]

Rosin: When we're back: Donald Trump's changing opinion of Vladimir Putin, and whether that offers hope for Ukraine. That's in a moment.

[Break]

Rosin: Vivian, since Trump's been elected, he seems to change his views about Putin. Like, he's warm to Putin, but then Putin does something that frustrates him. Where is he now in his views on Putin?

Salama: We've seen a pretty remarkable evolution in the way that Trump has, at least in his public comments, regarded and viewed Putin. Also, his advisers tell me that he has changed his tune, so to speak.

Rosin: Changed his tune--like, understood who Putin is and what he's about?

Salama: At least has become a little more skeptical of Putin. Whereas, you know, in the first administration, he was really open to hearing Putin out, being influenced by Putin.

You know, I remember in the early days of his first administration, one of his top advisers explained this scene to me where Putin, in a very soft-spoken, almost mumbling voice, lectured Trump about, you know, Kyivan Rus history dating back to the 11th century, and just to explain to him that Ukraine is part of Russia and always should be. And Trump sort of listened intently and absorbed a lot of what Putin was saying to him.

That coupled with a few other instances during his first administration: the sort of, what he calls, the "Russia-, Russia-, Russiagate" of the investigation by the special counsel into influences of the Russian government on the Trump campaign. And then you had the first impeachment, where, you know, the so-called perfect call with Zelensky, when Zelensky was first elected as president, that led to Trump's first impeachment because he had asked him to do favors against his political opponents. All of that sort of played into his mind of Russia as a great nation led by a powerful man and Ukraine as a corrupt, backstabbing nation.

Flash-forward to his second administration, and I think, you know, he had been talking so much during his campaign about, you know, I will get the Ukraine-Russia war solved within 24 hours of being elected president. Well, that didn't happen. And obviously, we know governing is a lot harder than campaigning, and so he learned very quickly that this was going to be a complicated matter.

But what ended up happening is that Putin didn't sort of pick up the phone and rush to call Trump, either to congratulate him or anything else, when he took office, and he started to become very resentful of that, coupled with the fact that when he finally did talk to Putin, Putin was like, I would never harm the Ukrainians. Everything is, you know, it's fine. I'm never gonna do anything wrong, and I'm gonna stop the bombing, and let's just talk this out. And then the next day, he would bomb a school. And Trump has actually said repeatedly that, you know, He assures me that he's not gonna do anything, but then he does, and I don't really like that.

And so between that and some advisers who are around him, who have really worked hard to make Trump realize that Putin's not your friend--now, does that mean he likes Zelensky more? Mmm--I don't know about that. But, you know, he's at least cautiously dealing with Putin a bit more than we saw in the first Trump administration.

Rosin: Anne, can we get into the tectonic shifts? What the European leaders were afraid of, what we see reforming as this strange new alliance, where the U.S. seemingly sides with Russia against European allies. Coming out of this meeting, how do you see that shift differently, if at all?

Applebaum: It's not clear to me, honestly, what has really changed. It seems to me that Trump's instincts are to agree with the last person he spoke to. Most people assumed that he changed his language after Anchorage because of things Putin said to him.

Steve Witkoff very frequently parrots things that sound like they're coming from Putin as well. So, you know, he's influenced by them when he talks to them. And he's influenced by the Ukrainians and the Europeans when he talks to Europeans.

Rosin: Let's just say: He's the special envoy to the Middle East.

Applebaum: Yes. Steve Witkoff is the special envoy to Russia and to the Middle East. He's somebody with no background in diplomacy and no knowledge of Russian or Ukrainian history.

Salama: He's a real-estate executive.

Rosin: He's a real-estate executive, yeah.

Applebaum: He's a real-estate executive who, as I said, frequently repeats things that clearly come from Putin or from people around Putin. And it often looks like what Trump is doing is seeking to emerge as the winner from whatever situation he's in. Whether he's in Anchorage or whether he's in Washington, it's important that he dominate the scene and that he run the show. I am not sure that he has a deeper strategy.

Rosin: You wrote after his meeting with Putin in Alaska that Trump has no cards in that situation. And you explained that, I think, in this conversation, the ways in which Putin emerged the winner from that. Do you think that's changed? Like, did Trump come out of this meeting with Zelensky with some cards or some things to play against Putin? Like, the security guarantees, for example.

Applebaum: Maybe. I mean, the point is that--really, almost unnoticed--Trump has been dismantling American sanctions on Russia. These are commercial sanctions that require constant updating. This administration hasn't been updating them. He's been cutting or seeking to cut funding for the Russian-language media that the U.S. has supported for many decades. He's twice cut military aid to Ukraine. There have been many negative gestures towards Zelensky, and so on, that we've already talked about.

The Russians see all of that, and they understand it all as a package of Trump reducing his ability to play in the situation, reducing his influence, and so on. So when I say he has no cards, it doesn't mean that the United States can't do anything. It means that Trump has been reducing what he's able to do. And if everybody else sees that--the Europeans see it, you know, Russians obviously see it, Ukrainians obviously see it. I don't know that Americans see it, but everybody else does.

Rosin: Yeah. It's difficult to read, because on the one hand, you're describing a systematic shift in negotiating position. But on the other hand, the fact that he changes given any meeting means that kind of is a card. It's like I can have a meeting with Zelensky and the European leaders, and I can completely shift my position and talk about security guarantees, and then that's my card. You know, he's a little unpredictable.

Applebaum: Talking about European security guarantees gives the Russians something new to be nervous about.

Rosin: Right.

Applebaum: Remember, for them, you know, their assumption, I think right now we can safely say, is that they still think they're gonna win the war.

Rosin: The Russians?

Applebaum: The Russians.

Rosin: Well, they are winning the war, aren't they?

Applebaum: Hmmm--no. They're not winning. They're not losing, but they're not winning. You know, at the current rate of fighting, they will conquer the rest of Donbas in four years.

Rosin: Four years.

Applebaum: So they're, you know, putting a lot of pressure on Ukraine, but they're not winning very fast. But their assumption is that they will win because the U.S. will withdraw its support, and Europe will get tired, and Ukrainians will get tired, and so on. So they're still operating on that assumption. And the way that we change their minds and convince them that they're not winning is precisely by saying, No, actually we're gonna add more. We're gonna do not just security guarantees, but we're gonna do new sanctions, we're gonna do new aid for Ukraine, we're gonna change the rules again, we're gonna do a big shake-up.

And to be fair, there are people in Washington who understand that. And actually there are a number of Republican and Democratic senators who've been trying to push the U.S. in that direction for a long time. And, you know, this war is over when the Russians understand that they can't win. And for the last six months, we've been giving them the impression that they still can win. So we need to change that calculus.

And as I said, Europeans understand that. That's why they were in Washington. The Senate understands that. That's why there's a Senate bill on the table to do that. Not clear whether Trump understands that or not.

Rosin: I see. So the important thing is what you just said, giving Putin the impression that he cannot win the war. That, to you, is the important card to play. That's the important pressure to keep on Russia, in whatever way that happens.

Applebaum: Yes.

Rosin: Got it.

Applebaum: Yes, and Alaska was a step in the opposite direction.

Rosin: So, Vivian, what kind of peace deals are under discussion? Besides the security guarantees, did you get a realistic sense in Washington what is possible at this moment? There's pressure from Senators. There's Trump who's unpredictable. What seemed doable?

Salama: Well, one of the things on the Sunday shows after the Putin summit, but before the Europeans came to town, was this notion of concessions. Both Steve Witkoff, who we were just talking about, and Secretary of State Marco Rubio were out there, talking about the fact that when you have a negotiation and you want to reach a compromise, both sides have something to gain and have something to lose, and that's just inevitable.

And that's the kind of talk that makes the Europeans very nervous, certainly Ukraine. Where Ukraine wanted to go, not just--you know, Washington often talks about the February 2022 borders, the territory that was taken by Russia after February 2022, when it launched this full-scale invasion.

But in the Ukrainians' mind, they've been fighting for their territory since 2014. They're talking about Crimea and the contested parts of eastern Ukraine that have been under stress long before 2022. And so they believe that not only should they regain that territory back, they fight for Crimea too.

And Washington has tried to kind of settle Ukraine's mind and say, you know--and even during the Biden era, where they say--Let's just talk about February 2022 borders, or you might lose Crimea. Let's see how it goes. But at least we're gonna try to fight for eastern Ukraine. The Trump administration kind of talks more in terms of freezes, where they say, Territory that was lost after February 2022, you're gonna have to cut your losses.

And that is something that not only the Ukrainians believe is a nonstarter, but that the rest of Europe sees as very alarming because they believe that that kind of concession will just embolden Putin, where he says, Okay, this was a victory now. Let's play along, and we could regroup and kind of expand our gains.

Rosin: So everything you just said sounds like a recipe for not agreement.

Salama: It is so hard to imagine Ukraine accepting anything less than at least the borders before February 2022. And that would be really twisting their arms.

And remember, for Russia--for Putin in particular--this is not about just a little bit of territory in eastern Ukraine. This is existential in Putin's mind for the future of Russia. He believes Ukraine does not have the right to exist. He believes it is part of greater Russia and they have to regain it as part of that legacy.

And so for him, he will stop at nothing to regain that. Whether it's, you know, play along now and then revisit the war later, you know, that remains to be seen. And so there is a concern, especially across Europe, European officials I speak with, about this naivete within the Trump administration, where they're so eager to cut a deal, but in doing so, you're redrawing the map of Europe and emboldening Putin. And so that is something that the Europeans, certainly--it was a big reason why they jumped on that plane on 24 hours' notice, not only to help Zelensky kind of avoid a catastrophic meeting, like the one in February, but also to moderate Trump's whims and say, you know, Yeah, we want a deal, but we want a deal that ensures the security and, you know, the sanctity of Ukraine.

Applebaum: You know, it's also really important to understand that Putin has not offered to concede anything. He's not giving back territory that he's conquered. And more than that, he's demanding territory that he can't conquer, that he hasn't been able to conquer--in fact, that he hasn't been able to conquer since 2014. And this is the rest of this Donbas province. So he's offering nothing.

And I think the second point to make that's very important is that this is not a war over territory. Russia does not need more territory. This is a war to damage and undermine the sovereignty and legitimacy of the Ukrainian state as a prelude to undermining it and eventually taking it over or making it into some kind of state that's reliant on Russia.

And the Russians are also perfectly happy to try doing that again through other kinds of pressure. You know, maybe they could end the war on unfavorable terms for Ukraine, then try to unseat Zelensky, then try to use propaganda to convince Ukrainians they were robbed. I mean, there's a whole kind of sequence of events that could follow.

So the point is that until they have given up that goal--you know, the goal of destroying Ukraine as a sovereign nation--then the war is not over. And to pretend that it's over is very dangerous.

Rosin: That's complicated. Those are old Soviet dreams. I mean, basically, he wants the relationship he had with Estonia and so many other, you know, territories. How do you make somebody give up that? Like, how do you break someone of that goal?

Applebaum: I remain convinced that the only way to do it is to persuade him that he can't win--it can't be done, that Ukraine is too strong, its alliances are too powerful.

Rosin: Got it.

Salama: I mean, just to emphasize: I don't think you can break that mentality. I mean, just to show you as an example, Sergey Lavrov, the foreign minister of Russia, arrived in Alaska last week wearing a sweatshirt that said C.C.C.P. on it, which is the Soviet Union, U.S.S.R. They are still living in that era, very much so. And some of it is mind games, obviously, but a lot of it is also just this nostalgia for that era.

Rosin: Right.

Salama: Can I just add one more thing here, because we were talking about this earlier? I spent most of 2022 on the front lines in Ukraine, and I gotta tell you, the one thing I heard over and over again was that they believe that Putin has more stamina than the entire West combined, that the West will eventually move on, whether for politics, whether for economic reasons, whether because they just can't sustain all this aid, military and economic aid to Ukraine. But Putin is playing for the long game, and they knew that in Ukraine.

I mean, this is a former part of the Soviet Union. The Russians are not strangers to them. They know the Russians better than any of us, and they know that Putin is just waiting for the West to get tired.

Rosin: Interesting. So it's almost like they saw this moment coming, and that actually brings more significance to the fact that the European leaders showed up. It's like, Wait--we're actually not out of patience yet. Like, We can be ripped from our vacations and show up for you on short notice.

Salama: Yes. And it's also why Zelensky has to hustle so hard, because he does not want the West to forget about his country.

Rosin: Yeah. Okay, so you guys have described a lot of complicated mechanics that need to happen in order to bring this to a good place. We seem very far away from it, and Trump seems very far from understanding all of these dynamics that you just described.

So what happens now? I mean, Trump said repeatedly at the Monday summit that he wants a joint meeting between him, Zelensky, and Putin, and that's what needs to happen. Is that realistic? How likely is that?

Salama: They are cautiously optimistic at the White House that this is gonna work out. The Kremlin has already suggested it won't, so I don't really know where we go from here. On Tuesday, the press secretary said that, you know, the wheels are in motion to try to get Putin and Zelensky to sit down together,

And then, obviously, this broader summit--Zelensky seems game, but you know, it takes two to tango in this case. It would be pretty extraordinary if it happens. Gosh, I will camp out for days just to be a fly on that wall. But not a lot of people are very optimistic that that's gonna happen.

Rosin: All right, well if it does, we will have you both back on. Thank you for joining me today and helping us understand what happened.

Salama: Thanks for having me.

Applebaum: Thank you.

[Music]

Rosin: This episode of Radio Atlantic was produced by Rosie Hughes. It was edited by Kevin Townsend. Rob Smierciak engineered and provided original music. And Sam Fentress fact-checked. Claudine Ebeid is the executive producer of Atlantic audio, and Andrea Valdez is our managing editor.

Listeners, if you like what you hear on Radio Atlantic, you can support our work and the work of all Atlantic journalists when you subscribe to The Atlantic at TheAtlantic.com/Listener.

I'm Hanna Rosin. Thanks for listening.
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A Letter to America's Discarded Public Servants

You all deserved better.

by William J. Burns




Dear Colleagues,

For three and a half decades as a career diplomat, I walked across the lobby of the State Department countless times--inspired by the Stars and Stripes and humbled by the names of patriots etched into our memorial wall. It was heartbreaking to see so many of you crossing that same lobby in tears following the reduction in force in July, carrying cardboard boxes with family photos and the everyday remains of proud careers in public service. After years of hard jobs in hard places--defusing crises, tending alliances, opening markets, and helping Americans in distress--you deserved better.

The same is true for so many other public servants who have been fired or pushed out in recent months: the remarkable intelligence officers I was proud to lead as CIA director, the senior military officers I worked with every day, the development specialists I served alongside overseas, and too many others with whom we've served at home and abroad.

The work you all did was unknown to many Americans, rarely well understood or well appreciated. And under the guise of reform, you all got caught in the crossfire of a retribution campaign--of a war on public service and expertise.

Those of us who have served in public institutions understand that serious reforms are overdue. Of course we should remove bureaucratic hurdles that prevent agencies like the State Department from operating efficiently. But there is a smart way and a dumb way to tackle reform, a humane way and an intentionally traumatizing way.

If today's process were truly about sensible reform, career officers--who typically rotate roles every few years--wouldn't have been fired simply because their positions have fallen out of political favor.

If this process were truly about sensible reform, crucial experts in technology or China policy in whom our country has invested so much wouldn't have been pushed out.

If this process were truly about reform, it would have addressed not only the manifestations of bloat and inefficiencies but also their causes--including congressionally mandated budget items.

And if this process were truly about sensible reform, you and your families wouldn't have been treated with gleeful indignity. One of your colleagues, a career diplomat, was given just six hours to clear out his office. "When I was expelled from Russia," he said, "at least Putin gave me six days to leave."

No, this is not about reform. It is about retribution. It is about breaking people and breaking institutions by sowing fear and mistrust throughout our government. It is about paralyzing public servants--making them apprehensive about what they say, how it might be interpreted, and who might report on them. It is about deterring anyone from daring to speak truth to power.

I served six presidents: three Republicans and three Democrats. It was my duty to faithfully implement their decisions, even when I didn't agree with them. Career public servants have a profound obligation to execute the decisions of elected leaders, whether we voted for them or not; that discipline is essential to any democratic system.

Many of your fellow officers purged at the State Department were doing just that--faithfully executing decisions that ran contrary to their professional advice and preferences. They may not have supported the cancellation of Fulbright scholarships, the resettlement of Afrikaners, the expulsion of the Afghan partners who fought and bled with us for two decades, but they implemented those policies anyway. Still, those officers were fired.

Tensions between elected political leaders and career public servants are hardly new. Each of the presidents I served harbored periodic concerns about the reliability and sluggishness of government bureaucracy. Although individual officers could be remarkably resourceful, the State Department as an institution was rarely accused of being too agile or too full of initiative. There is a difference, however, between fixing bureaucratic malaise and hammering professional public servants into politicized robots.

Good on Paper: Maybe we do need DOGE

That's what autocrats do. They cow public servants into submission--and in doing so, they create a closed system that is free of opposing views and inconvenient concerns. Their policy making, their ability to realize their aims, suffers as a result.

Vladimir Putin's foolish decision to invade Ukraine in February 2022 offers a powerful example. Putin operated within a tight circle in the run-up to the war. He relied on a handful of long-serving advisers who either shared his flawed assumptions about Ukraine's ability to resist and the West's willingness to support it, or had learned a long time ago that it was not career-enhancing to question Putin's judgment. The results, especially in the first year of the war, were catastrophic for Russia.

For all its flaws and imperfections, our system still allows disciplined dissent--and it's better for it. Just as it is the duty of public servants to carry out orders we don't agree with, it is also our duty to be honest about our concerns within appropriate channels--or to resign if we can't in good conscience follow those orders. Sound decision making suffers if experts feel like they cannot offer their candid or contrary insights.

I could not have done my job as an ambassador, as a deputy secretary of state, or as the CIA director unless my colleagues were straightforward about their views. When I led secret talks with the Iranians more than a decade ago, I needed the unvarnished advice of diplomats and intelligence officers to help me navigate the complex world of nuclear programs and Iranian decision making. I needed colleagues to question my judgment sometimes, and offer creative, hard-nosed solutions.

There is a real danger in punishing dissent--not only to our profession, but to our country. Once you start, policy can become an extension of court politics, with little airing of alternative views or consideration of second- and third-order consequences.

Like some of you, I'm old enough to have lived through other efforts at reform and streamlining. After the end of the Cold War, budgets were cut significantly, and the Arms Control and Disarmament Agency and the U.S. Information Agency were absorbed into the State Department. Years later, when I was serving as the American ambassador in Moscow, we reduced staff by about 15 percent over three years. None of those was a perfect process, but they were conducted in a thoughtful way, respectful of public servants and their expertise.

Long before any of us served in government, amid the escalation of the Cold War, in the 1950s, McCarthyism provided a vivid example of an alternative approach, full of deliberate trauma and casual cruelty. A generation of China specialists was falsely accused of being Communist sympathizers and driven from the State Department, kneecapping American diplomacy toward Beijing for years. Today's "reform" process--at State and elsewhere across the federal government--bears much more resemblance to McCarthy's costly excesses than to any other era in which I've served. And it's much more damaging.

We live in a new era--one that is marked by major-power competition and a revolution in technology, and one that is more confusing, complicated, and combustible than any time before. I believe the United States still has a better hand to play than any of our rivals, unless we squander the moment and throw away some of our best cards. That's exactly what the current administration is doing.

We cannot afford to further erode the sources of our power at home and abroad. The demolition of institutions--the dismantling of USAID and Voice of America, the planned 50 percent reduction in the State Department's budget--is part of a bigger strategic self-immolation. We've put at risk the network of alliances and partnerships that is the envy of our rivals. We've even gutted the research funding that powers our economy.

If intelligence analysts at the CIA saw our rivals engage in this kind of great-power suicide, we would break out the bourbon. Instead, the sound we hear is of champagne glasses clinking in the Kremlin and Zhongnanhai.

Of course we should put our own national interests first. But winning in an intensely competitive world means thinking beyond narrowly defined self-interest and building coalitions that counterbalance our adversaries; it requires working together on "problems without passports" such as climate change and global health challenges, which no single country can solve on its own.

At our best, over the years I served in government, we were guided by enlightened self-interest, a balance of hard power and soft power. That's what produced victory in the Cold War, the reunification of Germany, the coalition success in Operation Desert Storm, peace in the Balkans, nuclear-arms-control treaties, and the defense of Ukraine against Putin's aggression. The bipartisan PEPFAR program is a shining example of America at its best--saving tens of millions of people from the deadly threat of HIV/AIDS while also fostering some measure of stability in sub-Saharan Africa, establishing wider trust in American leadership, and keeping Americans safe.

We weren't always at our best, or always especially enlightened, as we stumbled into protracted and draining conflicts in Afghanistan and Iraq, or when we didn't press allies hard enough to contribute their fair share. Criticism of the current administration should not obscure any of that, or suggest a misplaced nostalgia for an imperfect past.

From the December 2022 issue: George Packer on a new theory of American power

The growing danger today, however, is that we're focused exclusively on the "self" part of enlightened self-interest--at the expense of the "enlightened" part. The threat we face is not from an imaginary "deep state" bent on undermining an elected president, but from a weak state of hollowed-out institutions and battered and belittled public servants, no longer able to uphold the guardrails of our democracy or help the United States compete in an unforgiving world. We won't beat hostile autocrats by imitating them.

Many years ago, when I was finishing graduate school and trying to figure out what I wanted to do with my professional life, my father sent me a note. He was a career Army officer, a remarkably decent man, and the best model of public service I have ever known. "Nothing can make you prouder," my dad wrote, "than to serve your country with honor." I've spent the past 40 years learning the truth in his advice.

I am deeply proud to have served alongside so many of you. Your expertise and your often quietly heroic public service have made an immeasurable contribution to the best interests of our country. You swore an oath--not to a party or a president, but to the Constitution. To the people of the United States.

To protect us. To defend us. To keep us safe.

You've fulfilled your oath, just as those still serving in government are trying their best to fulfill theirs. So will the next generation of public servants.

All of us have a profound stake in shaping their inheritance. I worry about how much damage we will do in the meantime. There is still a chance that the next generation will serve in a world where we curb the worst of our current excesses--stop betraying the ideals of public service, stop firing experts just because their statistics are unwelcome, and stop blowing up institutions that matter to our future. There is still a chance that the next generation could be present at the creation of a new era for America in the world, in which we're mindful of our many strengths but more careful about overreach.

There is, sadly, room for doubt about those chances. At this pivotal moment, there's a growing possibility that we will inflict so much damage on ourselves and our place in the world that those future public servants will instead find themselves present at the destruction--a self-inflicted, generational setback to American leadership and national security.

But what I do not doubt is the abiding importance of public service, and the value of what you have done with yours. And I know that you will continue to serve in different ways, helping to stand watch over our great experiment, even as too many of our elected leaders seem to be turning their backs on it.

With appreciation to you and your families,








This article appears in the October 2025 print edition with the headline "You Deserved Better."
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Western Nations Are Taking a Key Step Toward a Two-State Solution

International recognition of a Palestinian state isn't just symbolic.

by Hussein Ibish




France, Britain, Canada, Australia, and Malta all say they are preparing to recognize a state of Palestine at the upcoming United Nations General Assembly in September. They would join another 147 UN countries that already do so. In some senses, the move is symbolic: It will not change the realities on the ground in the Middle East, at least not in the short term. But it is a major step nonetheless.

No Israeli-Palestinian "peace process" is currently under way, the countries pledging recognition noted in their statements. This is because Israel refuses to speak with the diplomatic representative of the Palestinian people, the Palestine Liberation Organization. In effect, Israel has held the PLO and its subsidiaries--the Palestinian Authority in the West Bank and the Fatah political party--responsible for the actions of all Palestinians, including the PLO's extremist archrival, Hamas. (The United States, for its part, has never had a bilateral relationship with the Palestinians.)

The struggle for Palestinian statehood has been long and arduous. The PLO and PA, to be sure, have sometimes gotten in their own way. In the West Bank, the PA has overseen a corrupt system that leaves little space for civil society. And the PLO has squandered several potential opportunities to pursue statehood, especially an overture in 2008 by then-Israeli Prime Minister Ehud Olmert. But both groups have maintained a commitment to negotiation over violence, and have honored the 1993 recognition of Israel by Yasser Arafat, the PLO's former leader. The Western nations' formal acknowledgment of a Palestinian state under the leadership of the PLO will boost the idea that this kind of diplomacy, rather than the armed struggle of Hamas, is the path that can actually result in Palestinian independence and citizenship for the stateless millions in the occupied territories.

From the December 2024 issue: My hope for Palestine

International recognition will do as much to rebuke Hamas's maximalist demands as it will those of the Israeli right, dealing a blow to expansionist aspirations in the West Bank, the only territory that has any realistic chance of becoming a Palestinian state.



The Israeli-Palestinian conflict has long been characterized by a basic asymmetry: The international recognition of Jewish national rights in Palestine has never been matched by a demand for Palestinian national rights. This was the case as far back as the British government's 1917 Balfour Declaration and the British mandate for Palestine, which took effect several years later.

Palestinians may have had an opportunity in 1947 to create their state through a UN partition resolution. In retrospect, they should have accepted the proposal, but their rejection at the time is understandable. Jews made up about 33 percent of the population and owned a mere 6 percent of privately held land in Mandatory Palestine; the UN partition resolution would have allotted the proposed Jewish state more than 56 percent of the territory. Two decades later--after multiple wars--Israel declared itself a state that would come to control the entire territory, including East Jerusalem, the West Bank, and the Gaza Strip, all of which have populations that are majority Palestinian Arab. Roughly 800,000 Palestinians were expelled or fled in 1947 and 1948, followed by another 300,000 in 1967. Almost none have been allowed to return.

In 1968, Palestinians resurrected an independence movement that wrested decision making away from Egypt and other Arab countries that had been humiliated in the Six-Day War. Their crushing defeat gave Palestinians a measure of self-determination through the establishment of a renewed autonomous PLO. In the '80s, the PLO evolved into the vehicle of a drastically reduced Palestinian aspiration: the establishment of an independent Palestinian state in East Jerusalem, the West Bank, and the Gaza Strip, all territories Israel had occupied since 1967.   The First Intifada, or "uprising," against Israeli rule in the occupied territories, which began in 1987, gave the PLO an opportunity to greatly expand its presence there, but it also seeded a new group of rivals, the Muslim fundamentalists of Hamas.

A breakthrough seemed possible in the aftermath of the Cold War. In 1993, PLO Chairman Yasser Arafat wrote to Israeli Prime Minister Yitzhak Rabin affirming that, on behalf of the Palestinian people, the PLO recognized Israel and its right to exist free from attacks and threats. Rabin responded with a letter to Arafat recognizing the PLO as a legitimate interlocutor and undertaking to negotiate with it. But he didn't recognize a state of Palestine, and the 1993 Oslo Accords with Israel did not specify the goal of Palestinian statehood or acknowledge the Palestinians' right to a state. In the summer of 2000, U.S. President Bill Clinton convened a summit at Camp David. Accounts vary on what Israel, then led by Prime Minister Ehud Barak, offered. But the Palestinians who attended came away convinced that they were being asked to accept an archipelago of quasi-independent Bantustans within a greater Israel. Because of an internal leadership crisis, among other failings, the Palestinians presented no detailed counteroffer. And Clinton entirely backed Israel.

The violent Second Intifada against Israeli rule in the occupied territories began on September 28, 2000. Nonetheless, negotiations resumed that fall. In late December, Clinton unveiled what is still the most reasonable framework yet proposed for an agreement that would end the conflict. But Israel suspended the negotiations pending elections early in 2001. The right-wing former General Ariel Sharon became prime minister, and the talks were not resumed.

In subsequent years, some hopeful signs for Palestinian statehood persisted. In 2002, President George W. Bush endorsed establishing a Palestinian state, and his administration voted for UN Security Council Resolution 1397, which, for the first time, explicitly called for two states "side by side within secure and recognized borders." Palestinian divisions intensified, however, after the 2005-06 elections resulted in the acrimonious pairing of a Fatah/PLO leader, Mahmoud Abbas, with a Hamas-dominated Parliament. In 2007, Hamas violently seized control of Gaza, precipitating a split with the West Bank that continues to this day.

Jeffrey Goldberg: Sinwar's march of folly

The Palestinians had one more potential chance at statehood through negotiations. In 2008, Olmert, the Israeli prime minister, offered an agreement that the PLO, led by Abbas, considered broadly reasonable. However, Abbas doubted that Olmert was speaking on behalf of Israel, or even his own government, given that most members of his cabinet reportedly opposed his proposal. Moreover, the Palestinian negotiators could not get anything in writing. The deal also included Palestinian concessions on issues such as refugees, and Abbas ran the political risk of being seen to accept concessions while ultimately being left with nothing if Israel didn't follow through. Neither Olmert nor Abbas was willing to take the issue directly to the Israeli public, and the negotiations fizzled.

Since that time, Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu has dominated the Israeli political scene and dedicated himself to preventing any movement toward Palestinian statehood. He exploited the rift between Fatah in the West Bank and Hamas in Gaza, seeking to keep both in power and at each other's throats, and thereby unable to advance their respective visions of independence. The Hamas attack of October 7, 2023, betrayed the folly of this policy. But it also hardened the position of the Israeli right that to live next to any Palestinian state would be an intolerable security risk. In the nearly two years that war has raged in Gaza, Netanyahu has become ever more explicit in his refusal of a two-state solution. Just last month, he ruled out the prospect of Palestinian statehood, saying that it would only serve as a platform for the elimination of Israel.



The Israelis claim that recognition would reward Hamas and terrorism. But the opposite is true. Pretty much the only thing Hamas and Fatah agree on is that they are all Palestinians. Other than that, the disagreements are almost total: The PLO is a secular national movement that still seeks a negotiated peace with Israel through diplomacy, and to establish a small Palestinian state in the occupied territories. Hamas is an Islamist party and militia that wants a theocratic Muslim government in not just the occupied territories but also what is now Israel. In Palestinian politics, the binary is so stark that virtually anything that strengthens one group weakens the other.

Recognizing a Palestinian state under the authority of the PLO harms Hamas and rewards the patient diplomacy and commitment to peace of its rivals in Fatah. Already, the PLO has benefited from an apparently minor change in its status at the UN in 2012, from "observer" to "non-member observer state." This gave it standing at the International Criminal Court and suggests what international recognition--something Israel cannot take away--can accomplish: the potential protection of key multilateral instruments and institutions, and thus the potential frustration of Israeli ambitions for further annexation.

While the world's eyes have been fixed on the horrors of war in Gaza, far-right Israeli officials, led by Finance Minister Bezalel Smotrich, have effectively taken charge of the West Bank, where they are stoking conflict by encouraging right-wing settlers to confront Palestinian villagers. When Donald Trump won the U.S. presidency last year, Smotrich celebrated, saying that the opportunity had come to annex the West Bank. The Israeli military has displaced 40,000 Palestinians in the territory, according to the United Nations, and extremist settlers have continued to harass and attack villagers.

International recognition of Palestinian statehood could seriously complicate Israel's designs on the West Bank. Britain has said that it will recognize Palestine if the Gaza war continues into September, but France and Canada appear focused on discouraging Israeli annexation in the West Bank. Each is sending a clear message to Israel: End the war in Gaza, and more important, do not expand formalized control of the West Bank, the only territory that could become a true state for Palestinians.

Pushing back against Israeli annexation efforts is crucial to reviving the possibility of a two-state solution. Canada, Australia, Britain, France, and Malta are not asking or expecting Israel to withdraw from the West Bank tomorrow. But they clearly understand the danger that further settlement there poses to the Palestinian independence movement. Netanyahu and his allies know this too. Smotrich has his eyes firmly on annexation, having recently announced new settlements surrounding Jerusalem that he says will "bury" any potential for a Palestinian state.

The world must act as if a two-state solution is not merely necessary, but possible. International recognition of a Palestinian state is a key start. Without such a state alongside Israel, these two beleaguered peoples, the whole region, and the entire world will be sentenced to further decades, and possibly centuries, of bloodshed and oppression. Shrugging, walking away, and accepting this outcome cannot be an option.
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A 'MAHA Box' Might Be Coming to Your Doorstep

Robert F. Kennedy Jr. appears to have a plan to ship fresh food directly to Americans. Well, sort of a plan.

by Nicholas Florko




Millions of Americans might soon have mail from Robert F. Kennedy Jr. The health secretary--who fiercely opposes industrial, ultraprocessed foods--now wants to send people care packages full of farm-fresh alternatives. They will be called "MAHA boxes."



For the most part, MAHA boxes remain a mystery. They are mentioned in a leaked draft of a much-touted report that the Trump administration is set to release about improving children's health. Reportedly, the 18-page document--which promises studies on the health effects of electromagnetic radiation and changes in how the government regulates sunscreen, among many other things--includes this: "MAHA Boxes: USDA will develop options to get whole, healthy food to SNAP participants." In plain English, kids on food stamps might be sent veggies.



The idea might seem like a throwaway line in a wish list of policies. (Kush Desai, a deputy White House press secretary, told me that the leaked report should be disregarded as "speculative literature.") But MAHA boxes are also referenced in the budget request that President Donald Trump sent Congress in May. In that document, MAHA boxes full of "commodities sourced from domestic farmers and given directly to American households" are proposed as an option for elderly Americans who already get free packages of shelf-stable goods from the government. When I asked the Department of Health and Human Services for more information about MAHA boxes, a spokesperson referred me back to the White House; the Department of Agriculture, which runs the food-stamp program, did not respond.



MAHA boxes are likely to come in some form or another. Some of the packages might end up in the trash. Lots of people, and especially kids, do not enjoy eating carrots and kale. Just 10 percent of U.S. adults are estimated to hit their daily recommended portion of vegetables. But if done correctly, MAHA boxes could do some real good.



For years, nutrition experts have been piloting similar programs. A recent study that provided diabetic people with healthy meal kits for a year found that their blood sugar improved, as did their overall diet quality. Another, which provided people with a delivery of fruits and vegetables for 16 weeks, showed that consumption of these products increased by nearly half a serving a day. It makes sense: If healthy food shows up at your door, you're probably going to eat it. "Pretty much any American is going to benefit from a real healthy food box," Dariush Mozaffarian, the director of the Tufts Food Is Medicine Institute, told me.



Sending people healthy food could be a simple way to deal with one of the biggest reasons why poor Americans don't eat more fruits and veggies. The food-stamp program, otherwise known as SNAP, provides enrollees with a debit card they can use for food of their choosing--and a significant portion of SNAP dollars goes to unhealthy foods. Research finds that has less to do with people having a sweet tooth than it does the price of a pound of brussels sprouts. Several studies have found that, for food-stamp recipients, price is one of the biggest barriers to eating healthy. Many states already have incentives built into SNAP to encourage consumption of fruits and vegetables. MAHA boxes would be an even more direct nudge.



Most nutrition experts I spoke with for this story were much more supportive of MAHA boxes being sent to Americans in addition to food stamps than as a replacement for them. Exactly how the care packages would fit into other food-assistance programs isn't yet clear. Despite its shortcomings, SNAP is very effective at limiting hunger in America. Shipping heavy boxes of produce to the nation's poor is a much bigger undertaking than putting cash on a debit card.



There's also the question of what exactly these MAHA boxes will include. If the "whole, healthy food" in each care package includes raw milk and beef tallow--which Kennedy has promoted--that would only worsen American health. (His own eating habits are even more questionable: Kennedy once said that he ate so many tuna sandwiches that he developed mercury poisoning.) In May, after the Trump administration mentioned MAHA boxes in its budget request, a White House spokesperson told CBS News that the packages would be similar to food boxes that the first Trump administration sent during the pandemic in an effort to connect hungry families with food that would otherwise go to waste. According to a letter signed by Trump that was sent to recipients, each box was supposed to come with "nutritious food from our farmers." News reports at the time suggested that wasn't always the case. One recipient reportedly was shipped staples such as onions, milk, some fruit, and eggs, along with seven packages of hot dogs and two blocks of processed cheese. Another described their box as "a box full of old food and dairy and hot dogs."

Read: America stopped cooking with tallow for a reason

The COVID-era program did eventually deliver some 173 million food boxes. But it was still a failure, Gina Plata-Nino of the Food Research & Action Center, an organization that advocates for people on food-assistance programs, told me. The logistics were such a mess that they prompted a congressional investigation. Nonprofits, which helped distribute the packages, received "rotten food and wet or collapsing boxes," investigators were told. And the setup of the program was apparently so rushed that the government did not bother to check food distributors' professional references; investigators concluded that a "company focused on wedding and event planning without significant food distribution experience" was awarded a $39 million contract to transport perishables to food banks.



This time around, the White House doesn't have to navigate the urgency of a sudden pandemic in its planning. But questions remain about who exactly will be responsible for getting these boxes to millions of Americans around the country. The White House will likely have to partner with companies that have experience shipping perishable items to remote areas of the country. And although the White House budget says that MAHA boxes will replace a program that primarily provides canned foods to seniors through local food banks, it remains to be seen whether these organizations would have the resources to administer a program of this size.



Perhaps the Trump administration has already thought through all of these potential logistical hurdles. But trouble with executing grand plans to improve American health has been a consistent theme throughout Trump's tenures in office. In 2020, for example, he pledged to send seniors a $200 discount card to help offset rising drug costs. The cards never came amid questions about the legality of the initiative.



Americans do need to change their eating habits if we hope to improve our collective problems of diet-related disease. Getting people excited about the joys of eating fruits and vegetables is laudable. So, too, are some of Kennedy's other ideas on food, such as getting ultraprocessed foods out of school cafeterias. But Kennedy still hasn't spelled out how he will deliver on these grand visions. The government hasn't even defined what an ultraprocessed food is, despite wanting to ban them. The ideas are good, but a good idea is only the first step.
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Photos: Driving a Century-Old Church Down the Road

In Kiruna, Sweden, a huge 113-year-old Sami-style Lutheran church was just transported three miles (five kilometers) from its original site. Kiruna Church was relocated as part of a years-long project to move the town center away from unstable ground as a nearby iron-ore mine expands.

by Alan Taylor


An aerial view shows the wooden Kiruna Church being transferred to its new location, in Kiruna, Sweden, on August 19, 2025. The church is being moved five kilometers (three miles) to the new town center of Kiruna, because of the expansion of the nearby iron-ore mine operated by the state-owned Swedish mining company LKAB. (Jonathan Nackstrand / AFP / Getty)




Vicar Lena Tjarnberg (left) and Bishop Asa Nystrom bless Kiruna Church, called Kiruna Kyrka in Swedish, on August 19, 2025, shortly before it was moved as part of the town's relocation. (Malin Haarala / AP)




Kiruna Church, standing 131 feet (40 meters) tall, sits ready for relocation. (Mauro Ujetto / NurPhoto / Getty)




Self-propelled modular transporters were used to carry the 670-ton church and support beams on a total of 224 wheels. (Jonathan Nackstrand / AFP / Getty)




Kees Breedveld, a site manager with Mammoet, the company carrying out the move, displays the remote-control panel used to operate the transporters on August 18, 2025. (Leonhard Foeger / Reuters)




People gather to watch the moving of Kiruna Church on August 19, 2025. (Jonathan Nackstrand / AFP / Getty)




People watch from the road and rooftops as Kiruna Church drives by. (Fredrik Sandberg / TT News Agency / AFP / Getty)




Workers escort the church on its journey. (Jonathan Nackstrand / AFP / Getty)




Kiruna Church, seen from above on its two-day journey to its new location, covering three miles (five kilometers). (Jonathan Nackstrand / AFP / Getty)




A spectator takes a picture of the church as it passes by on August 19, 2025. (Bernd Lauter / Getty)




People watch as the church slowly navigates a tight corner. (Fredrik Sandberg / TT News Agency / AFP / Getty)




People gather to watch as the church passes through part of the town. (Jonathan Nackstrand / AFP / Getty)




An aerial view of Kiruna Church arriving at its final location in the new city center on August 20, 2025. (Jonathan Nackstrand / AFP / Getty)




Locals and visitors look up at the church, situated in its new location after a two-day move, in Kiruna, Sweden, on August 20, 2025. (Jonathan Nackstrand / AFP / Getty)
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The Dangerous Legal Strategy Coming for Our Books

Our picture book was pulled from library shelves in Florida. The argument being used to defend the ban threatens the right to read.

by Justin Richardson, Peter Parnell




A decade ago, when the government of Singapore announced its decision to pulp every copy of our picture book, And Tango Makes Three, in the nation's libraries, we felt profoundly lucky. Not for the pulping--that was alarming--but for the fact that the First Amendment guaranteed that this could never happen in America.

We're not feeling quite so lucky anymore.

In 2023, our book was one of thousands pulled from library shelves around the country, and as we write, an evolving legal strategy being used to defend many such bans threatens to upend decades of precedent preserving the right to read. The danger this doctrine poses to free speech should worry us all--even those who would rather their children not learn about gay penguins.

In Tango, a pair of male chinstrap penguins in the Central Park Zoo become parents when a kindhearted zookeeper gives them an egg to hatch. (The story is both true and personal to us; when we wrote it, we were also trying to have a child.) Tango turned 20 in June, and for many of its years in print, it has been one of the most frequently challenged books in America. But until recently, it had never actually been removed from the collection of a public-school library, or any public library for that matter. That's because of a 1982 Supreme Court decision establishing that freedom of speech includes the right to access the speech of others through their books. Every challenge to a public-library book since has been subject to the Court's ruling that officials may not remove a book simply because they disagree with its viewpoint.

Read: Book bans are targeting the history of oppression

Things started to change for us when a teacher in Escambia County, Florida, complained that the goal of Tango was the "indoctrination" of students through an "LGBTQ agenda using penguins." A committee responsible for reviewing educational materials for the county disagreed, concluding that the story teaches valuable lessons about science and tolerance and is appropriate for students of all ages. But the school board balked at the book's message of acceptance. As one board member put it, "The fascination is still on that it's two male penguins raising a chick." Escambia pulled Tango from its school libraries, which serve roughly 40,000 children.

We sued Escambia in federal court for viewpoint discrimination (the case is ongoing). In casting about for a way to defend the ban, the school board landed on the theory that library books represent "government speech." The government, the board explained, has its own First Amendment rights and must be allowed to speak as it wishes. Thus, it can remove any library book it finds objectionable for any reason.

When we first heard this argument, we thought it was absurd. But government-speech doctrine is not new. It was invoked by the Supreme Court in 2009, for example, to allow a Utah town to refuse to install a religious monument in a public park, and again in 2015 to permit the state of Texas to refuse to issue certain specialty license plates. Roughly speaking, the doctrine holds that any action deemed "government speech" is immune to the First Amendment claims of those whose speech is being censored.

No court had ever found that library books represent government speech before May of this year, when the United States Court of Appeals for the Fifth Circuit swept aside decades of precedent, including its own previous decisions, to allow the removal of 17 books--Isabel Wilkerson's Caste, Maurice Sendak's In the Night Kitchen, and Jazz Jennings's Being Jazz, among others--from the public libraries of Llano County, Texas. Seven judges in the majority agreed that "a library's collection decisions are government speech and therefore not subject to Free Speech challenge." And with that, the books were gone.

The ruling will likely be appealed, and many expect that the Supreme Court will eventually have to decide whether the welter of books and opinions found in every public-library collection represents private speech that the government cannot suppress or government speech that it can censor as it wishes. Imagine the implications if the Court decides the latter. With each new school board, town council, or presidential election, a new set of books deemed out of step with the winner's political agenda could be swept off the shelves. The government could choose with impunity to destroy any book it dislikes, whether On the Origin of Species or the Bible. The censorship of other forms of speech in public settings could soon follow.

Concern over the expanding use of government-speech claims is not limited to liberals. No less a conservative than Justice Samuel Alito has warned that the doctrine "is susceptible to dangerous misuse." When the Supreme Court decided that Texas could censor specialty license plates, Alito issued a stinging dissent decrying what he saw as the doctrine's encroachment on individual liberties. "Here is a test," he offered: Imagine yourself next to a highway watching the license plates pass--plates variously honoring colleges, clubs, athletes, and cheeseburgers. "As you sat there watching these plates speed by, would you really think that the sentiments reflected in these specialty plates are the views of the State of Texas and not those of the owners of the cars?"

And what if you walked into your child's school library and saw on its shelves Harry Potter, Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, and Captain Underpants; the writings of James Baldwin and William F. Buckley Jr., Karl Marx and Adam Smith, Philip Roth, Laura Ingalls Wilder, and Alison Bechdel? Would you really think that each of these books expressed the views of your government?

Read: Read the books that schools want to ban

We are not legal scholars. We are a playwright and a psychiatrist who wrote a children's book about penguins. We cannot know how the justices of the Supreme Court might parse the precedents and the details of a case like ours if and when it reaches their bench. But we know where library books come from, and we know what they are for. They are not made by the government. They do not speak the government's mind. Even small elementary-school collections speak in hundreds of disparate voices offering a wealth of perspectives on our children's lives and their world--perspectives that all children deserve to hear.

Our daughter is one of them. Bans such as the one on Tango have marched for the past few years under the banner of "parents' rights." We're parents too. And as the fathers of a now-16-year-old girl, we are determined to defend our daughter's right to read and write and say what she wishes.

Eleven years ago, we followed the Singapore ban from a distant position of privilege that we now find embarrassing. Today, we hope Americans can learn from that example. In a nation where public demonstrations are tightly policed, hundreds of parents stood up to the government's threat to destroy our book. On a July afternoon, they brought their young children--some in strollers, others holding their stuffies--along with copies of our book and others like it, to the steps of the National Library Building. They sat down and read to their kids. Their quietly powerful protest made international news, and the Singapore government backed down.

As we await decisions in our case and others like it across the country, we would do well to remember the value of putting our own voices to use, even or especially when the government would speak over us.
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She Has No Autonomy. Can She Be Happy?

Kate Riley's perceptive debut novel, <em>Ruth</em>, depicts the life of a woman in a repressive sect without an ounce of sanctimony.

by Hillary Kelly




The community, or, as its members call it, the Dorf, has everything a person might need. It has a medical center and a kitchen, a "Babyhouse" for child care, and a "Laundryhouse" for the obvious. The Steward acquires food provisions for the Dorf's hundreds of residents, and every Saturday afternoon, the wives walk over to Stores to pick up their family's weekly grocery allotment. (There's even a sauna for shvitzing, though the members wouldn't use that word.) As a child, the titular character of Kate Riley's debut novel, Ruth, can't conceive of a life outside this "complete ecosystem." But as an adult, she wonders whether anyone can endure a life without the one thing the community doesn't provide: any room for the self.

The Brotherhood, the Anabaptist Christian sect that occupies the Dorf, can easily be explained in terms of what it forbids. To start, there are no bicycles or ball games, no mirrors larger than the palm of one's hand, and almost no personal property. At one point, when the Dorf merges with another colony, candles, musical instruments, and dolls are added to the list of verboten items; Ruth's mother replaces her doll with a knot of terry cloth in the middle of the night. The group's primary rule, The First Law of Rossdorf, states, "There must never be talk, either in open remarks or in insinuation, against a brother or a sister, against their individual characteristics--under no circumstances behind the person's back. Talking in one's own family is no exception." Even critical opinions are forbidden among Ruth's people.

What an institution like the Dorf celebrates can be harder to define for those who grew up in a highly individualistic culture. Yet Ruth, a generous coming-of-age story, portrays this cloistered place sympathetically, if often with a wink. The Dorf, we learn, has a zeal for sing-alongs (though not a talent for them). Its inhabitants share a heartwarming penchant for making floral arches on special occasions. Inventive elementary-school teachers bury a cow's skeleton so the children can excavate it like archaeologists. And much to the reader's pleasure, the Dorf has Ruth--a very creative woman raised inside a group that enforces uniformity. She's a wit, a half-hearted troublemaker, the kind of woman who takes a pound of meat at a hotel buffet just because she can. And though her life lacks the things that many women in contemporary fiction want--agency, freedom, maternal bonds, a romantic match--it is also delightfully normal, relatable in its small joys and frustrations.

Ruth is arranged in a series of almost-irreverent vignettes, which date from Ruth's early childhood in the 1960s through her middle age. The through line is the author's refusal to look at the Brotherhood from the outside in; Riley isn't some voyeur watching a house on a summer night just after the lights come on. Instead, she puts the reader right alongside Ruth. The third-person narrative voice is Ruth's great achievement--its constant vacillation between droll superiority and unabashed earnestness makes it hard for the reader to determine whether they know better than the characters or if, in fact, they have quite a lot to learn from them.

Read: The conservative women radicalizing Amish literature

The novel is full of Ruth's deadpan delivery and intellectual verve. She is precocious, and a ham; she holds "a monopoly on brainy female despair." She is also never offered a choice in any meaningful decisions about her life. Although she earns copious college credits while in high school, the colony's elders send her off on a cooking course after graduation. When that proves less than fruitful--Ruth excels only in "the dark art of aspic," turning sundry meats into jellies--they move her into stenography and archival work, like some sort of late-19th-century typewriter girl. She silently harbors a crush on Calvin Winslow, a fellow lover of Dostoyevsky, but is paired for marriage with Alan Feder, a man whose first reported words of intimacy with his new wife are "I'm a very cautious driver." In fact, Ruth learns of their engagement only when Alan approaches her and speaks to her unbidden, something that does not happen between unmarried men and women on the Dorf. Most galling to me is the scene in which Ruth, freshly delivered of her third child and ripe for another bout of postpartum depression, expresses the fervent hope that they might name the new baby girl "Idea"--"it meant her favorite thing." But she awakens from a short nap to learn, without explanation, that her husband has called the baby Gretel. She does not protest.

Riley might have cast such a group as brutally anti-feminist, the novelistic equivalent of the polygamist compound in the HBO series Big Love, where girls are heavily groomed by the community's elders and poverty prevents them from leaving. In another book, Miriam Toews's novel Women Talking, which is based on a true story, a group of Mennonite women debates whether to flee their isolated community--or stay and fight--after a group of men are caught drugging and raping them. The young women in Emma Cline's The Girls, about a Manson-like cult in 1960s California, are trapped by their sadness and shoddy sense of self, which the group's charismatic leader can sniff out and utilize to his own violent ends. Happiness isn't even on the horizon for the women in these stories. The question, instead, is whether they will escape their captors.

But Ruth is not a novel about whether a dissatisfied woman ought to stay or leave. That dichotomy would sound overly simplistic to Ruth's ears. When a friend from cooking school visits the Dorf and, after some polite chatter, hard-whispers to Ruth, "You've got to get out of here," the lingering feeling is awkwardness, not desperation--Ruth worries she'll be pitied. Because Ruth does know the outside world and never considers living in it. She attends an American public high school and experiences its highs and lows. (Imagine the emotional peril of attending homeroom in a modest, pleated floor-length homemade skirt with matching vest and bloomers in 1977.) She accompanies Alan to conferences at Midwest hotels and is an ardent news consumer. The Dorf is open enough to American culture that at one point her young daughter colors in a printout of Tupac Shakur.

Instead of a tale of entrapment or escape, Ruth is a story about how a woman full of longing can operate inside a collective that shuns the very notion of wanting. Riley's great trick is to tap into the anodyne, to make Ruth a woman whose concerns--about her husband's grating tics, the disintegration of her favorite dress, the inscrutable demands of the patriarchy operating above her--are essentially universal, even if their specifics might strike some readers as alien.

To get by, Ruth operates in two modes: "Cheerful, she made mischief, and mournful, she destroyed." The mischief is minor but searching. In middle age, she begins to ask the servers at communal dinners for inventive, if far-fetched, methods of food delivery: "her soup in an envelope, her ice cream on an Egyptian litter." Later she discovers her "calling"--that is, a trifling talent that the community's leader will let her pursue--drawing flippant cartoons and messages on the dining-room whiteboard ("Jesus sez 'Do not worry'--Matthew 6:25").

Read: When a single conversation can mean life or death

The destruction is often bleakly funny, as when Ruth is so dispirited by her dullard of a husband that she sits in the passenger seat of the car, makes eye contact with passing strangers, and tries to look "like a woman abducted." Occasionally the desolation is real, and it might feel familiar for many women: long afternoons spent in bed, sometimes weeks at a time--at one point leading to the removal of her children from her care. She is given to secret bouts of crying.

Then again, other moments are shot through with radiant pleasure. There are her three children, whom she loves "as she was meant to love her neighbors, as herself." On spring days, when "the larks leap in the sky," she wakes "with a deepening courtesy for life, hers particularly." And she has Island of the Blue Dolphins, a children's book about a girl trapped alone on an island, which she reads repeatedly instead of cleaning, imagining herself living in the girl's whalebone hut with her dog for a companion. This is a telling fantasy--to feel more content in one's dreamed aloneness than in real society.

Is Ruth happy? Can she be--without personal property, without the ability to express fondness for her own children over others, without a suitable outlet for her cutting intellect and great expectations? Could anyone find happiness when their spouse and job are selected for them, their preferences assiduously repressed, even their dress patterns and fabrics decided by committee? Well, perhaps.

Happiness, it turns out, feels much the same on the Dorf as it does in any big city or small town. It's fleet as a fox and changeable as a mood. Sometimes it appears in the form of a coveted bottle of floral-scented hair conditioner or a favorite dessert. Sometimes it feels like the sound of an ill-tempered child or a snoring husband. Sometimes it is tantalizingly out of reach--just as it can be for any woman.
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Dear James: Do I Need to Be Nice to My Aging Stepfather?

He was pretty mean to me in his heyday--but now I'm feeling guilty for ignoring him.

by James Parker




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

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



Dear James,

My late mother's second husband was pretty mean and made no bones about disliking me in his heyday. But now he's in his 90s, he has no other family, and I feel guilty about how I actively ignore him. (Just avoiding him isn't an option because he lives next door to my sister.) I'm generally a caring person, but he was the source of so much agitation during his time with my mother that I've told myself I don't owe him anything.

Am I right to ignore him? Or should I rise above my petty grievances to check on him and take him casseroles?



Dear Reader,

Petty grievances: That's the stuff. Juicy animosities, reared mushroomlike in the darkness.

This might be a good moment to explain that, although I have evangelized for the values of niceness and positivity in this column, I am neither an especially nice nor an especially positive person. Day to day, I'm as grumpy and jaundiced as the next man. Not yet as far gone as Evelyn Waugh's Gilbert Pinfold ("The tiny kindling of charity which came to him through his religion sufficed only to temper his disgust and change it to boredom.") but getting there. Definitely getting there.

However, I happen to know--with the same bland certainty that I know my own name--that loving your neighbor and looking on the bright side are the way to go. They just are.

So I'm going to say: Yes, you should check up on this grisly old boy, this diminished antagonist. You should be kind to him. The universe has placed him squarely in your path, right next to your sister's house, so the fact of his continuing existence must be reckoned with.

Actively ignoring somebody is stressful. Better to go in generously, wearing the mighty breastplate of total undefendedness. He's not actual family, this guy, so even if he's snippy or insulting, or rejects your overtures, he can't reach in and pluck those deep bass strings of neurosis. He can only irritate. Plus he's older, and drained of his former power, like a washed-up supervillain. You can handle him!

Look at it, if it's helpful, as a rebalancing of the scales. Revenge is not a dish best served cold. Revenge is a piping-hot casserole, graciously presented to a lonely ex-tormentor.

In touch with my lower self, and possibly yours,

James



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

Letting schools pay revenue-generating athletes is long overdue. If that means letting squash and water polo die, so be it.

by Marc Novicoff




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

A few sports at a few U.S. universities generate billions of dollars in total. The rest hemorrhage money. For decades, this was an easy circle for schools to square: The money from football and basketball was spent on sports such as squash, water polo, rowing, tennis, golf, and field hockey.

But this system was monumentally unfair. The football and basketball players, disproportionately Black and poor, entranced millions of TV viewers and enriched their universities. Rather than compensating them, administrators turned around and spent much of the money subsidizing teams that go largely unwatched.

Recent court cases have produced major policy changes: Star athletes can now be paid by advertisers, fans, and as of this summer, their schools. This has spooked those on the other side of the equation, whose sports are getting cut to free up money to pay the football players. "That's not fair, you know?" Cochise Wanzer, the father of twin collegiate divers, told The Washington Post, after both of his sons lost their roster spots because of budget reductions.

Yet allowing colleges to pay revenue-generating athletes is long overdue. If that means cutting the diving team because athletic budgets are finite, so be it.

Saahil Desai: College sports are affirmative action for rich white students

In the struggle of subsidized squash against the powerful forces of the free market, President Donald Trump has sided with the former. In an executive order signed late last month, he declared that "opportunities for scholarships and collegiate athletic competition in women's and non-revenue sports must be preserved and, where possible, expanded." (Whether he has the legal authority to enforce these requirements is, to put it lightly, unclear.)

Protecting women's access to college sports is a matter of settled federal law--Title IX is interpreted to require equitable athletic opportunities for men and women. But blanket protection for nonrevenue sports, which Trump's order calls "the backbone of intercollegiate athletics," would help preserve an arbitrary status quo. If you're an excellent high-school-squash player, you might be admitted to a school that you would otherwise not get into, and that might pay for your tuition, even if your parents could have afforded it. (Student athletes come from disproportionately wealthy backgrounds, and many nonrevenue sports are distinctly upscale pastimes.) When you arrive, you'll be treated to expensive travel, fancy merch, and a get-out-of-class-free card. If you're equally good at chess or violin or oil painting, however, none of this is an option.

Where does the money for nonrevenue sports come from? Revenue-generating sports put up some of the cost; the student body (or tuition-paying parents) tends to cover the rest. James Madison University, for example, is unusually transparent about this nonconsensual sponsorship agreement: Each student pays a mandatory $2,362 a year to support the university's athletics.

In the race to secure applicants and alumni donations, colleges see this as money worth spending--and charging students for. But the usual rationales for most intercollegiate sports don't add up. If the goal is to promote school spirit, why does almost nobody go to the games? If the goal is to promote fitness, why not do so directly, rather than count on the tennis and lacrosse teams to set a good example? If the goal is teaching teamwork and resilience, why recruit and admit a special group of students to hoard these learning opportunities? From an academic standpoint, the traditional athletics program is a negative: According to NCAA figures, athletes typically spend 30 hours a week on their sports.

Originally, college athletics were cheap and nonintensive. Some stronger-than-average Yale and Harvard students rode a train to New Hampshire in 1852 to face off in a rowing race, the first-ever intercollegiate sporting event. For a while, that system of athletic amateurism continued. Even today, a version of this system exists, known as club sports. As an undergrad, I played club soccer and club table tennis against teams from other colleges. We paid dues to help fund our modest operating costs--we had no coaches--and offered financial aid to students who couldn't afford those dues.

Over the past 75 years, NCAA sports has become ever more professionalized. Football and men's basketball began to generate eye-watering sums of money, incentivizing colleges to invest more resources in them. Revenue generated by those teams subsidized the school's less popular teams. The roster of sports continued to expand as more and more women enrolled in higher education and schools added teams to comply with Title IX.

To protect the "amateur" status of the athletes, a rigid policing structure was created to make sure they never earned any money off their sports, no matter how much they generated for their universities. Not only could colleges not pay them, but the players couldn't accept any money or gifts as a reward for their athletic achievement. They couldn't charge to sign autographs or even accept complimentary meals from local restaurants when their 250-pound bodies got hungry.

In the mid-2000s, the running back Reggie Bush was the best player on a football team that generated tens of millions of dollars for the University of Southern California. His Heisman Trophy and the team's national championship were stripped after the NCAA found out that marketing agents had bought him a $13,000 car, let his parents stay in an empty investment property, and paid for their airfare so they could watch him play. (His Heisman was reinstated last year.) Ohio State players were suspended for multiple games for, among other things, accepting discounts on tattoos. Reggie Bush went on to the NFL, but not every college sports star can go pro. The most egregiously unfair cases regarded the football players who were crucial to their juggernaut teams, never got paid for their work, and just barely missed out on a professional career.

By contract, about 50 percent of NFL and NBA revenue goes to the players. At that rate, according to a 2020 National Bureau of Economic Research paper, college football players at the top 65 schools would have been paid about $360,000 a year, and basketball players about $500,000. Instead, for decades, they got nothing.

This began to change in 2021. In National Collegiate Athletic Association v. Alston, the Supreme Court unanimously held that certain rules against athlete compensation violated federal antitrust law. Shortly thereafter, the NCAA allowed players to receive pay for the use of their name, image, and likeness. This dramatically shifted the economics of big-time college sports. Top players at major programs can now make millions of dollars in endorsement deals. "Donors" eager to attract talent to their favorite team provide compensation to many other players, nominally in exchange for showing up at some events.

A legal settlement approved in June gave athletes another way to cash in: Universities are now allowed to directly pay athletes, up to a total of $20.5 million a year per school. Because some schools will compensate revenue-generating athletes in order to attract top talent, other athletes fear they'll make room in the budget by cutting the teams that don't generate any revenue at all. This fear has been especially pronounced about women's sports, which typically generate less money, but Title IX ensures that any cut would affect men and women equally. In practice, universities that continue to field teams in their most lucrative men's sports would also maintain their most popular women's teams. Not every school will necessarily keep football and men's basketball in perpetuity--at many schools, even those sports have little following.

Jemele Hill: Trump has a funny way of protecting women's sports

Supporters of the existing system fear that the country will lose out if universities drop niche sports. In comments earlier this month, Trump noted that college sports are the primary training ground for American Olympians. But a negligible fraction of college athletes will ever compete in the Olympics, and many Olympic sports aren't played at the intercollegiate level anyway.

Cuts to nonrevenue sports might be a good thing. Instead of giving admissions, scholarships, and resources to the best cross-country runners, for example, colleges could accept the most qualified applicants, spend money to provide them the best education, and offer financial aid to as many needy students as they can.

Students would remain free to pursue hobbies, including sports. They just wouldn't be rewarded with scholarships and other benefits for doing so. Trump's order purportedly seeks to "maximize the educational benefits and opportunities provided by higher education institutions through athletics." Awarding scarce benefits and opportunities on the basis of talent in niche sports is one way to run an educational system, but it's not one worth preserving.
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The Growing Cohort of Single Dads by Choice

For some men, fatherhood is an answer to questions about modern masculinity.

by Faith Hill




Updated at 12:25 p.m. ET on August 20, 2025

Charlie Calkins grew up in a big extended family. We're talking about nearly 30 cousins--some of whom had their own kids. When he was in high school, he spent a lot of time with those young children: a position that some surly teens might resent but that Calkins adored. The idea that someday he would be a father himself seemed, to him, only natural.

He just needed to wait for the right partner to show up. So he did: He waited and waited. He went to business school. He built a career in tech. He traveled. And he went on dates. When a relationship didn't work out, he'd return to "professional mode"--bouncing between "intermittent surges" of dating and work. "I spent a lot of my early adulthood going, When everything's right, it will happen," he told me. "I'm definitely a The stars will align kind of person. And then one day it hit me: They were not aligning."

That's how Calkins ended up, in his 40s, making an appointment with a fertility clinic--and eventually, over the course of years, getting matched with an egg donor and a "gestational carrier," or surrogate. At 49, he became a parent. Now he's living in Durham, North Carolina, with a 7-year-old son and a daughter who's almost 2.

Single mother by choice has become a common term for unpartnered women who have intentionally become parents. You rarely hear of single fathers by choice, which makes sense given that they're much more rare. But this population, it appears, has been expanding--slowly, over the course of a couple of decades, and then more notably in the past few years. The exact count is unclear; most surveys don't differentiate them from widowers or men separated from an uninvolved co-parent. Still: Susan Golombok, a University of Cambridge psychologist and the author of We Are Family: The Modern Transformation of Parents and Children, told me that before this millennium, single dads by choice were virtually unheard of. Based on my conversations with kin researchers, fertility-industry professionals, and adoption centers, that's certainly not the case anymore.

Read: Another side of modern fatherhood

Over the past few years, Yan Dekel, a community manager for an organization called Men Having Babies (MHB), has noticed what he described as "a radical change" in single-fatherhood interest. The nonprofit hosts conferences in a number of large U.S. cities (and abroad) to offer parenting or surrogacy information, legal advice, financial aid--but the main audience was always intended to be coupled gay men. As recently as 2021, Dekel told me, only a few single men would show up to a typical conference. Now the "singles' session" tends to bring in about 50 men. In some cities, that represents a whole quarter of all the conference-goers.

Perhaps this shouldn't be surprising given that singlehood rates have been rising for years, more steeply among men than women--leaving lots of would-be dads without a co-parent. But the fact that single men are deciding to start families on their own, some of them paying extravagantly for egg donation and surrogacy, might also say something about just how important fatherhood is for many men today. Multiple family-planning professionals told me that the coronavirus pandemic was a turning point for a lot of single fathers by choice: It led to a "reorganization, reprioritization of what's really important in life," Jennifer McGill, the chief operating officer of the Maryland surrogacy agency Creative Family Connections, told me. Some men are deciding that being a father is what matters to them--even if romance isn't in the cards.



American households are dramatically more diverse than they were a century ago. Gay couples are adopting or using fertility services; divorced parents are finding new partners and creating big blended families; friends are platonically co-parenting. Our norms for kinship are simply loosening up, and that can create a "reinforcing phenomenon," as Ron Poole-Dayan, MHB's founder, put it: The more single dads you see around you, the more likely you might be to become a single dad yourself--and the more likely you might then be to inspire someone else's choice. Of the seven men I spoke with who were either a single dad or in the process of becoming one, most mentioned having a single-parent friend or having gone to an MHB conference: something that made the possibility feel a little less abstract.

The experts I spoke with had the sense that single fatherhood by choice is more common among gay men than straight ones. Gay men, for one thing, would likely need to adopt or use a surrogate to have a kid whether they were partnered or not. Perhaps more important, they may be more accustomed to imagining what a family could look like beyond the bounds of societal expectations. And in recent years, Poole-Dayan told me, the gay community has seen a real "demographic recovery" after the AIDS epidemic took so many lives beginning in the 1980s. A new generation of gay men has made it through young adulthood with more health, stability, financial security, and societal acceptance than many before them ever had. All of those factors can make starting a family feel more possible.

For straight single dads by choice, the leap away from convention might feel more "daunting," Batya Novick, a therapist who works with clients seeking to grow a family, told me. Novick started her practice, Calla Collective, in 2016--but only in the past year and a half have single men started coming to her to talk through whether they should have a kid. Whereas the gay men she's worked with generally haven't planned to give up on dating at all, the straight ones, she told me, seemed to be pursuing single fatherhood "in the face of defeat versus the face of choice." She's seen them struggle with a feeling of failure for not finding a wife, with "latent grief" as they adjust expectations, with isolation as they search for anyone around them having families in nontraditional ways. Some clients wrestle not only with how they'd make single parenthood work logistically and financially, but also with what becoming a sole caregiver means for their sense of self, she told me: "There is this almost unspoken de-masculation."

Read: The slow, quiet demise of American romance

They're considering this in a moment when many of the traditional trappings of manhood--a spouse, a breadwinner's paycheck, an ambient sense of power--are no longer a given. Women are now graduating college at higher rates than men. A growing share of jobs require a degree, while many industries that traditionally favored men--physical labor, factory work--are in decline. As fewer women (thankfully) rely on men for financial security, fewer straight men can rely on marriage. Conversations about "toxic masculinity" have put some men on the defensive; others see the traditional model of manhood as something to move away from. But toward what?

Fatherhood, whatever questions about identity it might raise for some men, can also be an answer. Richard Reeves, as the president of the American Institute for Boys and Men, talks to--well, a lot of boys and men. And he told me that he sees many of them placing great importance on becoming a dad, in a way he didn't always notice. For so long, he said, "fatherhood was mediated through motherhood": Many straight men became dads almost by default, and their relationship with their children often remained fairly indirect. Picture a family tree, he told me, in which the lines between a mom and her children, and between herself and her husband, are solid--but a dotted line runs between that dad and his kids. Because fathers weren't expected to give as much, in terms of the time and labor of child care, many of them also gained less in close, emotional relationships with their children.

Read: The people who quit dating

Today, though, fathers on the whole are far more engaged than they used to be. Even just from 2015 to 2023, the time that 25-to-44-year-old fathers spent on child care in an average week increased by about two and a half hours. That time climbed significantly from 2019 to 2023, perhaps a sign of what McGill, the surrogacy-agency COO, had described as men coming out of the pandemic wanting to "spend those moments with their loved ones before it was too late." And when Pew Research Center polled young adults without children in late 2023, it found that 57 percent of the men surveyed said they hoped to have kids someday, while only 45 percent of the women said the same. Perhaps as pressure on women to become mothers has loosened, allowing more women to choose to remain child-free, some men are undergoing the opposite revelation: realizing that some of the qualities associated with parenting, such as care and tenderness, need not be so relentlessly feminized; that parenthood could be a much-needed source of purpose. Single fathers by choice, who have the ultimate solid line between themselves and their kids, give Reeves hope. "People are realizing," he said, "that fatherhood has to survive gender equality."

For many of the single men I talked with, fatherhood dangled a promise of deeper meaning in life. They told me they wanted to multiply love, to teach a child all that they'd learned, to re-create the warm family dynamic they'd experienced as a child. One New York dad, Raghav Nayar, said that he craved both a sense of purpose and of "human connection." Like many men, he'd never quite learned to open up to people emotionally. He was academically and professionally successful, yet unfulfilled. But he was inspired by a Buddhist tale he'd heard, about a child whose mother gives him the top of a glass of milk: the tastiest part, with the highest concentration of butter. A parent, the story goes, doesn't expect anything in return for their love. He wanted to feel that kind of transcendent selflessness. "If I raise a child who is a good human being," he told me, "I can't ask for anything else."



Becoming a single dad by choice tends to be difficult--in some ways that are unavoidable, and some ways that reflect persistent skepticism about men's fitness as parents. Single men can't legally adopt or access assisted reproductive technology in every country, so many of them travel to the United States just to get that chance. But even in America, some adoption agencies view single men with suspicion, and many don't actively recruit men. In some states, surrogacy is illegal or requires overcoming legal obstacles; in every state, it's complicated and extraordinarily expensive. A hopeful father must choose an egg donor, who will undergo a slate of medical screenings, and find a surrogate, who may well live in another state. Legal contracts have to be drawn up to ensure that the father will be considered the sole parent (and not the surrogate, who would otherwise hold parental rights). Because so many people need to be paid, the price of this undertaking hasn't gone down much over the years, even as it's become more widely used, Sheeva Talebian, a doctor at CCRM Fertility in New York, told me. All in all, it can cost a couple of hundred thousand dollars. And, of course, that's just the start of raising a child, which itself is prohibitively expensive for many Americans.

Men Having Babies provides financial assistance to some aspiring dads, but the organization has also been pushing for insurance plans to cover these costs. So far success has been limited. In 2019, for instance, New York passed legislation making IVF a mandated health-plan benefit for large-group insurance policies--and in 2021 issued an anti-discrimination directive for same-sex couples. But surrogacy coverage still isn't required, so single men and gay male partners are out of luck. And many insurance providers still define infertility as the inability to conceive after a year of trying, rather than the inability to conceive without medical intervention. MHB has tried to galvanize people around these issues--but has struggled, even within the LGBTQ community. Poole-Dayan thinks many people see parenthood as integral to a woman's purpose but as an extra treat for men, especially gay men. This is the flip side of the misguided assumption that all women want children and will be deprived without them: that men can't truly be deprived of parenthood. "The average person doesn't think of us as childless," he told me. "A lot of discrimination is tolerated and a lot of support is withheld because of that. And this is without even talking about those people who are actually looking at what we're doing suspiciously."

Read: What older dads know

The donor-and-surrogacy process can also take years, which is difficult given that many single men start it, McGill told me, in their 40s--when they realize they're running out of time. Male fertility does decline with age, though not at a rate as steep as for women. But men still face emotional, logistical, and existential limits on their child-rearing window: They might not want to carry around a toddler when they're 60, or leave a still-young child parentless when they die--and men face a shorter average lifespan than women. Greg Larson, an aspiring dad in New Jersey, started looking for egg donors in 2022, had embryos created by the end of 2023, and now he's matched with a surrogate--but she hasn't gotten pregnant yet. If everything goes perfectly, he might have a baby around his 46th birthday, next May. If things don't work out with this surrogate, he might not start all of this over again.

And yet, despite the obstacles, becoming a single dad by choice can be empowering. It means not waiting for a partner to complete your life, knowing what you want to prioritize, actively creating the life you want, even if it's not what anyone expected of you. For the men I spoke with, making this decision also pushed them to be vulnerable enough to ask for help, or to build community. Calkins has four sisters, two of whom are local and all of whom adore his kids. He finds himself texting "the aunties" little updates--the kind of thing he might, in a different world, be sending to a spouse. Larson has met other aspiring single dads through Men Having Babies; they talk about navigating the surrogacy process, how to date while they're in the midst of it, what to tell romantic prospects about the possibility but not certainty of near-future fatherhood. "It's really cool," he said, "the people that you pick up along the way that you get unexpected support from."

The men I spoke with never set out to buck tradition; they just wanted to be dads. But that decision spurred some of them to consider what it means to be a good father--and a good man. Nayar told me he notices now how rarely he sees another father in the park with his kid. Sometimes when he does, he thinks the father seems a little begrudging, walking slightly behind the child, and he wonders how many of these dads were told by their wife to take the kid out to play. He understands: He, too, is stretching to be not just a provider, that classic masculine trope, but also a nurturer--someone softer, more open. The other day, when he was visiting his cousin's two daughters, the 5-year-old got in trouble and ran into the living room and hid behind the couch. He picked her up and took her to the mirror, and they looked at their reflections together. "You are wonderful," he told her. "And you don't have to worry about anything."

In an ideal world, these single dads by choice might prefer not to be single. But many of the experts I spoke with told me the ones they knew were notably steady and optimistic. And that made sense to me: The ones who have made it this far are the ones who really want fatherhood. "I don't know quite how to explain it," Calkins told me, "but I was just so confident and comfortable with the fact that I wanted to be a parent. And I was going to love being a parent, which I do." Getting to this point, despite the effort and technology involved, felt like the most organic thing in the world to him. And in a way he never quite expected, the stars ended up aligning after all.



This article originally stated that Creative Family Connections is a fertility clinic. In fact, it's a surrogacy agency.



  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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<em>The Atlantic</em> Announces Emily Bobrow and Katie Zezima as Senior Editors; Will Gottsegen and Jonathan Lemire Join as Staff Writers




From left to right: Jonathan Lemire, Emily Bobrow, Katie Zezima, Will Gottsegen



The Atlantic is announcing four new members of its editorial staff: Emily Bobrow and Katie Zezima will join as senior editors, both as part of the politics, global, and ideas team; Will Gottsegen was hired as a staff writer for The Atlantic's flagship newsletter, The Daily; and Jonathan Lemire, who has reported extensively on the Trump administration this year as a contributing writer, becomes a staff writer.

More details from our editors about all four journalists follow:

	 First, Emily Bobrow. She comes to us from The Wall Street Journal, where she is a features editor and reporter for the Review section, and where she has gained a wonderful reputation as a creative, thoughtful and supportive editor, commissioning and editing some of the Journal's most widely read pieces. Previously she wrote the Journal's Weekend Confidential column. She has worked as a staff editor and writer at The Economist, covering culture, politics, and policy. Some of you may recall that Emily has also contributed to our pages, writing for the Family section on how the pandemic would put marriage even further out of reach for many Americans.
 


	 Katie Zezima is joining us after 11 years at The Washington Post, where she earned a similarly wonderful reputation for her wise stewardship of some of the paper's most ambitious work. A story doctor par excellence, Katie has guided memorable journalism that has racked up accolades and exposed abuses. Katie has led coverage on a variety of subjects, but her focus lately has been nature's wrath: hurricanes, droughts, fires, and the rising seas. Katie joined the Post as a White House correspondent during the Obama Administration and she later hit the presidential campaign trail, traveling to 33 states with GOP candidates, all running doomed campaigns against a political neophyte. She previously reported for The New York Times and the Associated Press.
 
 	 And a note about Jonathan Lemire, a journalism machine. He started with us as a contributing writer in January and has since published an impressive number of timely reports, taking readers inside the Trump administration's thinking, making a specialty of reporting on the president's foreign policy and a subspecialty of the Trump-Putin relationship. Before The Atlantic, Jonathan worked for Politico, the Associated Press, and the New York Daily News. He is the author of The Big Lie: Election Chaos, Political Opportunism, and the State of American Politics After 2020. Many of you know him because you've been interviewed by him on Morning Joe. Jon is a co-host of the show, and is seen on television roughly 22 hours every day. I've been on the show with him as he hosted and simultaneously reported for The Atlantic. It's an undeniably impressive trick.
 
 	 Will Gottsegen is joining as a staff writer on the newsletters team. You'll likely recognize Will's byline from the excellent writing he's already done for us in recent years. He's explained Donald Trump's fixation on crypto to our readers, interviewed Sam Bankman-Fried weeks before his arrest, and catalogued SBF's downfall. Will started his journalism career as a music critic and has been on staff at CoinDesk, Billboard, and SPIN.
 
 The clarity, humor, and sharpness of Will's writing make him a perfect fit for his new role as a Daily writer, where he will work alongside the indispensable David A. Graham to guide our newsletter readers through the biggest ideas and news of the day. David has deftly shouldered the Daily since taking over from the similarly indispensable Tom Nichols in February, and we're very excited about what David, Will, and the rest of the newsletter team will now be able to achieve together.
 


Recently announced editorial hires at The Atlantic include staff writers Tom Bartlett, Tyler Austin Harper, Anna Holmes, Sally Jenkins, Quinta Jurecic, Idrees Kahloon, 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.

Press Contacts: Anna Bross and Paul Jackson, The Atlantic | press@theatlantic.com
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How ICE Became Trump's Secret Army

Pulitzer Prize winner Caitlin Dickerson on ICE's explosive growth, Trump's detention surge, and the future of U.S. immigration enforcement.

by David Frum




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

On this episode of The David Frum Show, The Atlantic's David Frum begins with reflections on how Donald Trump's sweeping immigration crackdown has transformed America into what he calls a "society based on fear." Frum warns that the president's methods risk discrediting not just immigration enforcement, but also law, police, and the very idea of democratic legitimacy.

Then Frum is joined by his Atlantic colleague Caitlin Dickerson, whose Pulitzer Prize-winning reporting has laid bare the human and institutional realities of immigration enforcement. They discuss her latest investigation into the staggering expansion of ICE and the One Big Beautiful Bill Act, which has supercharged its budget to unprecedented levels. Dickerson explains how billions of dollars in new funding are fueling mass detention, empowering private-prison companies, and reshaping U.S. diplomacy while failing to solve the core challenges of immigration.

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 guest this week will be Caitlin Dickerson, a colleague of mine at The Atlantic who has won the Pulitzer Prize for her reporting on immigration, and we'll be discussing today the astonishing growth of the immigration-enforcement apparatus in the United States under the Trump presidency.

I want to open with some personal reflections of my own on the immigration subject. As those of you who have followed my work in The Atlantic may know, I have written about this topic over many, many years, and my sympathies have broadly been with the need for stricter immigration control than the United States has seen in the recent past. In January of 2021, shortly after President [Joe] Biden took office, I wrote an article that worried that his continuing a lax approach to immigration in the United States would prove a consequential mistake overshadowing his entire administration. And unfortunately, that turned out to be correct. The immigration enforcement under President Biden remained very lax, almost to the end of the administration. And indeed, immigration was one of the most important issues that defeated Kamala Harris and elected Donald Trump in 2024.

Since Donald Trump took office in 2025, we have seen an astonishing, breathtaking crackdown on immigration in the United States. You can read the effect of that crackdown in the statistics. The Center for Immigration Studies--a immigration-restrictionist group, but one that does good numbers--reports a net 2.2-million-person decline in the foreign-born population of the United States in the six months since Donald Trump took power. Of that 2.2 million net decline, 1.6 million is accounted for by illegal aliens. But 600,000 of the net decline turns out to be that the United States is losing more legal residents than it is gaining, something that I don't think has happened since the Great Depression.

Now, the raw numbers only begin to tell the story. Much of the story, as told by Caitlin, is a crackdown on the streets, in the public places, in the parking lots and schools and even courtrooms of America where police officers or paramilitary officers--often dressed in non-uniforms, often without badges or identification, often with their faces disguised--are seizing people, most of them without status, but not all of them, some of them even U.S. citizens. Seizing them, putting them into vans, driving them away, offering them no process, and in the worst cases, sending them off to dungeons, prisons, in countries that the person apprehended has never seen before, has no contact with. We've seen people ending up in South Sudan, people who have no connection with El Salvador ending up sent for life--at least, that was the theory--to a prison in El Salvador. Some of the people in the El Salvadoran prison have been released, and they have told of horrors, of conditions that amount to torture, for people who have been accused of no crime, convicted of nothing, who were seized because the authorities believed, maybe correctly, that they didn't have status--but didn't prove anything, and certainly didn't prove that these people had done anything wrong in the United States.

For those of us with a restrictionist point of view, Trump is offering a devil's bargain. He is moving the country toward a more restrictionist policy, but in ways that cannot be sustained, that shock the American conscience and that are damaging the American economy.

We are seeing, also, all kinds of side effects. It has become much more difficult for legal people to travel to the United States. Scientific research in the United States is being impeded and restricted and damaged by this crackdown. We are seeing a revival of a kind of ugly blood-and-soil nationalism in the United States and this kind of pornographic fascism of some of the recruiting videos for Donald Trump's immigration police, which are designed to appeal to exactly the kind of person who should never be trusted with government power and never with a gun, and never with the power to make arrests.

Natan Sharansky, the philosopher and now politician in Israel, once distinguished that there are two fundamental kinds of societies: societies based on fear and societies based on freedom. The Trump administration is turning the United States, for millions of the people who live here, into a society based on fear, and a fear of society cannot be a truly free society. We have had a recent case where an American threw a sandwich at immigration police in a gesture of disrespect. Now, I strongly recommend that everybody show respect for the police, and if you actually express your disrespect through the throwing of a physical object, there are gonna be consequences for that. Nobody needs to send--this happened--20 armed officers to the house of a sandwich flipper, to grab him and seize him off to a courtroom. That is an example of a society converting the rightful request for respect for the police into an insistence on fear of the police that damages the very meaning of what it means to be free.

The worst thing of all, from my point of view, again, as someone who comes from a restrictionist outlook on this, is the Trump administration is teaching Americans to think about immigration in all the wrong ways, and it's teaching them to think about immigration in ways that, because they're so wrong, because they're mistaken, are ultimately going to subvert itself.

The immigration problem to the United States is not a problem of an invasion, and it's not really a problem of crime. Foreign-born people, on average, are less likely to commit crimes than native-born Americans. I think a way to think about it is immigration is a little bit like rainfall. Too much--you get floods and disasters. Too little--you get death. Success and prosperity comes from having the right amount and control and regulating, to the extent you can, the flow of water in a way that gives life and doesn't flood the society with numbers that it cannot absorb.

Immigration is a resource that must be managed intelligently. It's a question of more or less, and who and why the optimal number of immigrants is not zero, and the practice of trying to eliminate even all illegal immigration is not feasible--not in a free society and not without a kind of level of police intervention that Americans don't want and shouldn't want.

What is going to happen as Americans see what Trump is doing--And as they absorb the consequences in things like fewer people doing all kinds of jobs that need to be done, and that Americans will not do at the wages that the American economy expects these jobs to get (jobs from gardening to roofing, not just agriculture, but construction of all kinds, meatpacking)--there's going to be a blowback. There is going to be a reversal. We are going to find the pendulum, just as it swung very far in the restrictionist direction under the lax policies of President Biden, under the policies of Donald Trump, it will swing as far or farther, as hard or harder, in the opposite direction. Donald Trump is devouring the legitimacy on which any public policy needs to rest. And he is convincing Americans that immigration restriction does not mean the rule of law; it means the rule of police. It means the rule of exactly the kind of police you do not want to have being police.

My discussion with Caitlin will go deeper into all of these issues, but I want to say, as someone who has been on the other side of this, I'm very worried about the direction the country is going and that what the Trump people are proclaiming as success is a self-devouring error that will stain the good name of the United States, discredit law, discredit police services, discredit enforcement, and ultimately discredit the very cause that Donald Trump ostensibly wants to support.

And now my discussion with Caitlin Dickerson. But first, a quick break.

[Music]

Frum: Caitlin Dickerson is one of America's most tireless and courageous investigative reporters. She started her career at National Public Radio, where she won a Peabody Award for her work. She then vaulted to The New York Times, and in 2021 joined me and all of us at The Atlantic as a gratefully welcomed colleague. Her reporting on the Trump administration's child-separation policy for The Atlantic won a Pulitzer Prize in 2023. The next year--and this is the most amazing piece of journalism I think I've ever seen--Caitlin Dickerson walked the human-trafficking route through Panama, taking risks that must have harrowed her family and friends.

We're here today to discuss her most recent story for The Atlantic, about the surge in growth of the United States immigration bureaucracy: "ICE's Mind-Bogglingly Massive Blank Check."

Caitlin, welcome to the program.

Caitlin Dickerson: Thank you, David. Thanks for having me.

Frum: Okay, so let's start. How big is big? How big is ICE?

Dickerson: It's huge. It's huge, under this One Big Beautiful Bill Act that I wrote about. So, taking ICE alone--it's just one of our immigration-enforcement agencies--its budget was about $8 billion prior to this bill. It's going up to $28. It's more than tripling. And this is at a time when Americans are seeing ICE agents out on the streets, and their communities are reacting really strongly to the aggressiveness of the campaign under way under the Trump administration to deport as many people as possible.

And so you're talking about more than tripling the budget of that one agency alone. They want to add 10,000 new agents. So more than doubling the number of agents that they have. And you've also got $45 billion going toward detention, $45 billion going toward a wall--these huge numbers that I tried to compare to help people wrap their arms around. In total, the $175 billion that's going toward immigration enforcement under this bill is greater than the annual military budgets of every single country in the world, except for the United States and China, and it makes ICE alone the highest-funded federal law-enforcement agency. And it really is going to create an infrastructure for immigration enforcement unlike anything that we've ever seen before, because these numbers are just so large.

Frum: Okay. So, not to sound like Dr. Evil here, but billions, trillions, people can get a little confused. Is $8 billion a lot of money? Is $28 billion a lot of money? Compared to what? Try to make this concrete to us. You say the total apparatus is going to be bigger than the military budgets of everybody on Earth. Relative to the rest of the federal budget, how much is $8 billion or $28 billion that they're going to end up with?

Dickerson: Sure. So for comparison, the FBI employs about 20,000 people. Its budget is around $11 billion. The DEA, the next-largest federal law-enforcement agency, spends about $4 billion a year. I looked at some police budgets as well. The NYPD is budgeted for a much lower amount. Turns out, the NYPD overspends every year by quite a lot, but is budgeted around $6 billion a year, I believe. So again, ICE alone spending $28 billion on immigration enforcement is far greater, obviously.

Frum: So bigger than the FBI plus the NYPD plus the DEA, it sounds like.

Dickerson: Indeed.

Frum: Okay. So, do you have a sense, I mean, now, look--it's a big job. It's a big country. There are thousands of miles, millions of people. Maybe they need this money. Maybe that's what it costs.

Dickerson: Maybe. However, one of the reasons I wanted to write this story is having covered immigration enforcement for so long, I remember, year after year, that Congress is really harsh on immigration-enforcement agencies in general--in particular, ICE, for mismanaging its budget. So every year, they go to Congress and explain why they haven't achieved the goals that they laid out last year, while also asking for more money, and not always complying with reporting requirements that Congress places to explain where their money goes. They do a lot of reprogramming of funds from different programs, so money that's supposed to go toward disaster relief, toward the Secret Service--that will move toward immigration enforcement, in the middle of a year when Congress hasn't approved it in advance. That often can frustrate them. And so just this year, in 2025, you had congressional appropriators, including Republicans, who were really frustrated with ICE because it was spending money that it didn't have. As soon as Donald Trump took office, it increased its spending and was not funded to complete the fiscal year in the green, and even though it was being criticized as an agency, Congress seems to have just accepted the requests of ICE and CBP for these huge pay raises, without asking questions and without attaching any oversight requirements.

So it was really quite surprising for me because it's not just Democrats that have been frustrated with ICE overspending for many years; it's Republicans as well.

Frum: Now with the $28 billion, will they be able to afford uniforms? Because they don't seem to wear them.

Dickerson: They will be able to afford uniforms if they want them. But you're right: A lot of this money is going to go toward hiring new agents--as I mentioned, ICE wants to take on 10,000 more people--but also hiring bonuses and retention bonuses. These are jobs that not a lot of people want to take and jobs that have a lot of turnover, that people leave very quickly. It's always controversial to be an ICE agent. I've known many over the years who don't tell their neighbors what they do for a living, because it's the kind of job that obviously a lot of Americans voted for and can support, in general, but when it comes to your community, when you're face-to-face with the person who's making the arrest--and perhaps also know people who are being arrested by ICE--the relationships get a lot more difficult.

And this is across party lines. And so ICE agents always feel that they're heavily criticized for their work, that they're very unpopular. And they're correct in that. So a lot of money is going to go simply just toward keeping them in this line of work, and trying to grow this federal law-enforcement agency.

And then another big place where this money is going to go is toward technology. So you're seeing rapid expansion of the use of technology in immigration enforcement when it comes to facial recognition, when it comes to data brokering--so gathering people's information, their financial records, their social-media records, their employment records, working with companies like Palantir and expensive government contracts to bring all this information together at once and create really deep dossiers on immigrants who the agency is going after, video surveillance at ports of entry and at airports, things like that. These are all very expensive tools, ones that I argue in my piece aren't really necessary for routine immigration enforcement--but this is what a lot of this money will fund.

Frum: All right. That's such a fascinating point. I want to take a step back with something you just said about the number of bodies. We talked about the amount of money they're getting, so from a human point of view, how big is ICE compared to the FBI?

Dickerson: So ICE is about 20,000 people as well. So similar, very similar in size. But in terms of agents on the ground right now, they've got about 7,000 and they've long argued that those numbers aren't large enough. When you do think about, as you said, a vast country--more than 11 million people in the United States without legal status. But really it's not the number of agents that have limited ICE, in recent years, from making arrests; it's the rules that they face, depending on the administration, for who they're allowed to go after and who they aren't.

President Trump lifted all of those rules, said all immigrants without legal status are fair game. But there are other barriers to carrying out deportations--legal ones, namely. You can arrest someone, but once they actually start to go through the legal process, often they can get out on bond, they can pursue some form of legal status.

Frum: Eight billion [dollars] was what ICE was getting before. Twenty-eight billion [dollars] is what ICE will be getting under the president's fiscal bill. And then you pointed out that there's this larger universe of associated funds that are not ICE-specific, but are generally related to the immigration universe. The total--remind me, you said it was about $175 billion? Okay, so what is that? What's in the $175 billion?

Dickerson: So within the $175 billion, you have about $3.5 billion which is going toward the courts, and that's under a separate federal agency. They're under the DOJ. You have, as I mentioned, $45 billion in expanding detention centers. You've got $46 billion toward building the wall, and you've got at least $10 billion going toward reimbursement funds that have been created. So when states and local governments try to help, like Governor Greg Abbott has volunteered Texas to do, he'll be able to apply for reimbursement funds. And that's true for local governments as well. And then you've got little pockets of money spread elsewhere. But really, the bulk of it is the expansion of detention, the expansion of technology, and the hiring of new officers.

Frum: Tell me about this new prison system that we're building. Not every viewer or listener will understand that the federal system is a relatively small part of America's system of prisons and jails. Most people who are in prison or jail are there being held by the states, or sometimes jails are municipal. The federal system is small. So we're building a vast, new--relative to the existing federal prison system--a vast, new secondary system. How will it be like, and how will it be different from the existing federal prisons?

Dickerson: I'll talk about immigration, in particular. We've got people who are housed in immigration detention in federally run facilities that are contracted by--we have them run by private-prison companies. And then we also, as a federal government, rent beds in county jails, for example, and in state prisons to house immigrants as well.

And the expansion is going to more than double the size of the detained-immigrant population, largely putting them in privately run federal facilities. So these facilities will be operated, more than likely, by the two giants in the private-prison industry: Geo and CoreCivic. And they're expecting tens of thousands of additional detainees. So at maximum, our detained-immigrant population has been about 45,000 people on a daily average, and DHS wants to get that average daily detained population to 100,000. So again, more than we've ever seen before. This means the construction of new facilities from the ground up. It also means the retrofitting of old facilities, jails, and prisons that have been closed.

And a lot of times, what you've seen is a prison that's been heavily criticized because of poor conditions--maybe you had a lot of protesting, political winds changed, and so a big prison closed that was previously used for criminal detainees--and what happens is ICE will then come in and retrofit that facility for immigrants.

Frum: Now we've all read very disturbing stories about conditions in immigration-detention centers that seem pretty shockingly inhumane for people who, after all, don't seem to be criminals, exactly. They've broken the law, but everyone who speeds, breaks the law. Will the new funds ameliorate living conditions in these detention centers? Is that part of what the money's for?

Dickerson: It's not part of what the money's for, and I don't think that that will happen, simply because when you look at the bill, it says that health and safety standards in these new facilities that it funds should be left to the discretion of the secretary. That's actually a really big deal.

So I've reported a lot on ICE-detention standards. These are very hard-fought, extensive rules that have been developed since the early 2000s, when we really started to have a meaningfully sized immigration-detention system. And they cover everything from your medical care that should be provided to basic food needs, access to a law library to be able to defend yourself, recreation--being able to move around--and who can be held in solitary confinement for who can't.

You're right that generally, the legal standard is higher than it is for criminal defendants because the Supreme Court has held immigration detention is not meant to be punitive. And that's kind of hard for people to wrap their minds around, because you're in a facility that looks and feels very much like a prison and it's often identical, but theoretically--because, as you said, immigration is a different type of violation, it's a civil violation, and because you're being held pretrial, you don't have a standing deportation order yet, or you have one that you're appealing--you're supposed to have better access, in fact, to recreation, to the things that make prison, as uncomfortable as it is, are supposed to be slightly lesser for detained immigrants. All of those standards, which were really difficult to uphold, seemed to have gone out the window under the bill, because it explicitly says that standards should be held to the discretion or, at the discretion, rather, of the secretary.

And at the same time, it's important to note that the administration under DOGE, specifically Elon Musk's Department of Government Efficiency, really gutted two offices within DHS that oversaw detention health and safety standards. So there was a detention ombudsman, and then there was a DHS Office of Civil Rights and Civil Liberties. Those offices are fundamentally not functional at this point. And so kind of the opposite of what you laid out is going to happen: massive expansion of detention and very little oversight.

Frum: Yeah. I've not been a regular visitor, but I have, on occasion, had reason to visit people in federal prison, and I've always been shocked at the low quality of the food. It just seems like such a petty economy. And we're spending a couple of dollars a day more per person, per meal, which, in the scheme of things, wouldn't be much. You could just make life a little bit more civilized and buy some--and by the way, remove the single largest grievance that most prisoners have about their daily condition. And you wonder, in a detention center where you're dealing with people who are not criminals and often haven't been convicted of anything, why you wouldn't feed them properly. Something I can't understand.

Dickerson: I agree with you. Having spent time in these facilities and seeing what people eat--you know, lunch meat that's frozen, lunch meat that's moldy, food that's clearly expired. I spent time at a family-detention facility that was actually finally closed under the Biden administration after a long effort to end family detention. The United States is one of the only countries in the developed world that detains families. I think Australia is the only other. Because it's really, really difficult to detain kids for long periods of time and to do it in a way that's considered safe and humane.

And so family detention finally ended under Biden, but reopened immediately and is set to expand now under the Trump administration. And at our largest family-detention center in Dilley, Texas, I reported on families there and heard from really every single one of them that the food was unbearable, especially for kids. I had parents tell me that their children would vomit just from the smell of the food before they even entered the cafeteria, and kids would lose really significant weight because they would refuse to eat the food because they found it so disgusting.

The reason, I think, why you see the food quality that you do--and this is written about in a book that I mentioned in my story called Immigration Detention Inc. that just came out by a professor, Nancy Hiemstra. She's at Stony Brook University, in New York. She looked at vendors within detention centers and found that, of course, the way that they make money is by minimizing their cost. The federal government is going to pay them a set amount of money for the services that they provide. And so the less they spend providing food, or when it comes to medical care, the less that the medical providers spend providing that care, the greater their profits, of course. So it really is, I think, a matter of pinching pennies, and that book documents very well how these facilities really are economic engines.

There are so many different people and organizations making money within immigration-detention centers, and all of it is predicated on spending as little as possible, of course, on the people who are detained there.

Frum: Well, this is one of the suggestive points in your story--that we are not only building facilities, but we're building vested interests. That people whose livelihoods--the guards, most obviously, but many others--people whose livelihoods depend on the preservation of the system--once done, it's hard because one might think, Well, if there's a political change, just abandon it. But that may be harder to do than one assumes, according to you.

Dickerson: That's right. Funding for immigration detention, and really immigration enforcement overall, has almost never increased in the history of its existence because of these vested interests. So when an immigration-detention facility opens in an American community, it's often been fought over. Communities will campaign to bring these facilities in because they bring jobs and often hundreds or even thousands of jobs depending on how large they are. And so you'll have county sheriffs who campaign, promising to bring ICE to town. And as soon as those jobs are created, families depend on them. These facilities tend to be in rural areas, where there's not a lot of other economic opportunity. Of course, the land is cheaper. So you can build a big detention facility there.

But then the community really comes to rely on it, and it becomes a big political problem to try to close it down. And you also have the major private-prison companies that operate the facilities who lobby in Washington to, of course, keep them open and grow them. And then the many, many other contractors that operate within them that are all doing the same thing in order to continue providing these services and to expand these services, which have grown in recent years. So now ICE detainees have access to tablets that they can use to speak with their family, for example, that didn't exist before. That's one more company that's trying to keep these facilities open and keep them large so that they can continue to make profits.

Frum: How hastily are we able to move people out of the facilities to return them to the country, ideally, of which they're a citizen? As you witnessed on that harrowing, harrowing trip you wrote about for The Atlantic through Panama, different people come from different countries with different degrees of oppressiveness. Mexico's a pretty nice place. It's unequal; it's hard to make a living, but it's basically a free country. Other countries are much worse. How quickly can we get people back to where they are supposed to be, if it's an acceptable place? Or is that just taking forever as the bureaucracy gets bigger?

Dickerson: It is taking a very long time. Immigration cases can take months. They can take years. The average time that someone spends detained fluctuates quite a lot, but at this point, most people are spending months, at the very least, in ICE detention. And that's an important question that I raise in the piece, as well, is: Is this massive expansion of the detention system actually the best way to carry out the administration's goal, if President Trump really does want to deport up to a million people a year? I don't think that it is, because at the same time that the administration is moving to expand detention, it's firing many immigration judges. Those are the only people who have the power to hand down a deportation order. You can't deport someone without one of those.

And the main hurdles that we all talked about in advance of President Trump taking office to his immigration campaign really are legal ones and diplomatic ones. So when people land in immigration detention, they're going to fight their case. They're going to apply for a form of relief, particularly if, like many detained people have now--if these are people who've been here for a very long period of time, they may have the right to some form of protection. And then you have the diplomatic hurdles. So you've got to get these receiving countries on board and willing to accept hundreds or thousands of their nationals on a monthly basis in order to hit these high goals. Detaining lots and lots of people doesn't necessarily lead to the outcome of removing lots and lots of people, but it is very expensive. And we can talk about, if you want--to get into the relationships between the private-prison companies and the federal agencies that they work with in immigration enforcement, and how I've seen that kind of lead to expansions of detention historically that may not have been necessary.

For years--and this has been true, it's important to point out, in Democratic and Republican administrations--the highest ranking officials at ICE have often retired into executive roles at these private-prison companies, including Geo and CoreCivic. And what that does is put private-prison executives across the negotiating table with their former underlings, deciding whether or not to expand the immigration-detention system, and underlings who may also hope to--and who often do--end up retiring into these executive roles at the private-prison companies as well.

So I reached out to both of them. Geo got back to me and said that there's no evidence to support that this revolving door of hiring leads to lower accountability or higher prices. But for many years, advocates have raised questions about why these detention facilities and these detention contracts expand as dramatically as they do when they don't seem to lead to the outcomes that ICE will promise at the beginning of a given year. You know, deportations have really been stagnant over the last several administrations without a huge amount of fluctuation. And so Why do these contracts continue to grow? And what's the connection between these relationships that exist and the incentives built into them and the contracts that result?

Frum: You're describing a system that is becoming increasingly voracious at picking people up, increasingly capacious at storing them for a long time, but not improving at removing people who ought to be removed.

And so we're creating this kind of intake detention but not removal. And one of the things--this is an incident that probably has now, because of the Russia events, been forgotten, but one of the places where people were supposed to be removed to was the country of Colombia.

Colombia is a country with a history of significant violence but that has achieved a kind of uneasy peace in recent years. And the Colombian government--Colombia's normally been governed from the right, but they currently have a left-of-center president, and he said, I'm going to continue to receive people. I have one condition: They must be treated with dignity. No shackles. That's the deal. If you don't shackle them, we'll take them--our nationals. Not everybody's nationals; our nationals. And the Trump administration said, Oh, yeah? Shackles. And blew up, and then we got into a trade war with Colombia--which is an important strategic partner of the United States and a country with which the United States has a free-trade agreement negotiated by President George W. Bush and signed by President [Barack] Obama--over the issue of Should people be shackled?

And one of the things that--I'm sorry to make this point so long. The legitimation of what the Trump administration is doing depends on the idea that these people being detained are very dangerous. That's why you have to shackles.

Dickerson: Right.

Frum: But the numbers--there are not a million people a year of dangerous people in the United States to remove. So if you're going to remove a million people, most of them will be people who are out of status but who are not dangerous. And you don't need to shackle them. You just need to say, Okay, we have laws. You're out of the law. Get on the plane. Here's your hot meal on the plane. Welcome back to Colombia, where you come from.

Dickerson: Exactly. You're pointing to an issue--and there are many examples of it--where the administration says it wants to do one thing but then behaves in a way that really runs directly counter to it. And a lot of it comes back to this fundamental disconnect between a promise to deport the worst of the worst and a promise to deport a million people a year. You just simply can't do both.

If the administration wanted to focus on the worst of the worst, for example, it really wouldn't need to massively expand the detention system that exists, because these would be people who have extensive criminal records, who are not eligible for any form of immigration relief, and whose cases would move very quickly through the courts. You might run into diplomatic issues with their home countries being willing to take them in, but it's a smaller number of people who would move quickly through the immigration system and who I think have been targeted aggressively under the last several administrations, both Republican and Democrat.

Obviously, Trump wanted to do a better job and wanted to do a better job of vetting, in particular, the large numbers of people who came in during the Biden administration. That is all doable without a massive expansion of the detention system. But when you do expand the detention system, you end up sweeping, and you set these very high goals in terms of numbers. You, of course, end up, as you pointed out, sweeping up lots of people who've been in the United States for a long period of time, have no previous interaction with law enforcement, and whose deportation becomes difficult to justify.

So with Colombia, in particular, it boggles the mind why the administration would blow up its own ability to achieve a goal that it's laid out. ICE has been sending out emails with their weekly worst of the worst, where they find the example of the person with the most extensive criminal record they possibly can who they have arrested, and celebrate it. And they could continue to do that in a much less chaotic way without spending all of this money. And that's why I felt the story was so important to write--because, yes, the country voted for a president who wanted to carry out a vast deportation campaign, or an aggressive deportation campaign, whether it meant focusing on people who were very dangerous or focusing on large numbers, but do we actually need to spend all of these taxpayer dollars in order to do it? We don't. And so on top of having a campaign underway that the public is really starting to question and be troubled by, we now have a massive amount of taxpayer dollars that could have been spent elsewhere, and more effectively.

Frum: Let me pick up on your point about diplomatic issues. So one of the countries from which a lot of recent people have come, either as the asylum seekers or straightforward illegal immigrants, is Venezuela. And Venezuela is an authoritarian regime under an un-American, anti-American dictatorship--first Hugo Chavez and then his successor, President [Nicolas] Maduro--and significant human-rights issues, a country very much on the Cuban model. At another time, the United States might say, Well, it's pretty reasonable that a person would run away from Venezuela and seek freedom somewhere else. But the numbers are very large, and so the Trump administration wants to return the Venezuelans, and it looks like the price of doing that has been to rehabilitate the Venezuelan regime diplomatically.

So it's not just that diplomacy is a constraint on the deportation project; actually, deportation is reshaping the foreign policy of the United States and making Venezuela a more acceptable--or seemingly more acceptable--partner to the Trump administration than you would think, based on its internal policy and its external policy, it ought to be.

Dickerson: So immigration and deportation does provide an opportunity for diplomacy. And if the Trump administration were to play its cards right, it really could have influence. It's had influence in Venezuela, could have influence in other places where we're concerned about the politics, places where we're concerned about whether these countries have been willing to take our advice or accept our support, work with us in terms of trade. There is a real opportunity there. And I think with regard to Venezuela in particular, there was a deep desire on behalf of the current regime to bring back as many people as possible, to prevent the country from emptying out, as has been happening in the last few years. And so they're a little bit more open.

But one wonders why didn't some of the funds that--I mean, we're talking about money and diplomacy. It's two different things. But it isn't, at the same time. Could we have spent far less money on expanding our enforcement infrastructure in the United States and spent, instead, a bit on negotiating with countries to help them, whether it's change and improve human-rights conditions that we're concerned about, improve democratic freedoms and openness, perhaps even build reception centers for welcoming people who are willing to go home? Because there are just simply logistical concerns about accepting large numbers of deportees, as well.

So you're right that deportation, and immigration, really, it does open a diplomatic door. And the question is: How well will the administration manage those conversations? They've been very clumsy, as you know, and have lots of times blown up. And that's not usually an effective way to improve relations here.

Frum: Here's the last topic area I want to ask you about, which is this strange business of third-country deportations. Normally, the rule is you return people where they came from. And some of the places people who are here illegally come from are pretty nice. Like, if you come from Mexico, if you come from Brazil, if you come from Argentina, you know, obviously the United States offers higher wages, so that's attractive. But it's not so horrible to live in Mexico, Brazil, or Argentina. On the other hand, if you get here from North Korea, we shouldn't send you back. You're a genuine asylum-seeker refugee.

There seems to be growing a practice of taking people who come from one country and sending them back to a completely other country, often very far remote from any--like South Sudan, and what is someone who speaks Spanish supposed to do in South Sudan? It's hard for me. What is going on there? How is this justified? How prevalent is this practice? Is it growing?

Dickerson: Add this to the list of previously unfathomables, for the main reason that it's legally dubious. We have yet to have a final determination on these third-country deportations. They have been challenged in court and so far continue. But this was the Trump administration's kind of creative, if you will, way of leapfrogging the diplomatic hurdles that I mentioned earlier. Instead of convincing Colombia and Venezuela and Honduras and Guatemala and the Caribbean countries and all the places where deportees are coming from--instead of convincing all of them to accept their own nationals, simply go instead to, for example, El Salvador and convince them to take thousands of people from all over the world. It's easier. It's one negotiation instead of 20 or 25, but it is legally dubious. There is no precedent for, in large numbers--except for in very extreme and individualized cases--deporting people to countries that are not their own. And so, yes, it is growing because we've never done it en masse before.

And it's still being challenged in court and will continue to be. It's hard for me to see a world in which ultimately this practice stands up, because it challenges the sovereignty of the home country of the deportee and that of [the country] that's receiving these deportees. I mean, it really questions: What is nationality? What is citizenship? If you don't have travel documents, and you don't have permission to move from one place to another, how valid are these borders that we're working to uphold? So it is, you know, underway for the first time, but--

Frum: It would be already bad enough if you took somebody who's here from Venezuela, put them on a plane to El Salvador, opened the door, and said, Bye. There's the bus to town. Hope you have some El Salvadoran money with you. But we're not doing even that. We're saying, Oh, and then we're putting you in a prison in El Salvador forever without any trial, or any show--I mean, we have an allegation you've done something wrong. But normally, in America or anyone under American jurisdiction, if we put you in a prison for the rest of your life, we prove that you've done something heinous to justify putting you in a prison for the rest of your life.

Dickerson: That's right. And that's a whole other legal problem with these third-country deportations--not just that we're sending people to a country they didn't come from, but that we're putting them into a situation where there is no clear form of due process, no clear way to ever get out of these facilities. And that, ultimately, is on our hands. These individuals have families who remain in the United States; will they go after the U.S. government? That's just one legal route that I can imagine being pursued among the many.

It's a reflection of something that I reported a lot on during the first Trump administration, which is that the apparatus of people in the White House who are focused on deporting as many people as possible--they're led, as we know, by Stephen Miller, who has been focused on the immigration for more than 10 years in Washington and has really studied the federal code in and out for legal ways of deporting people, but has also spent a lot of time with other lawyers, racking their brains about ways that are untested, that are unprecedented, that we don't know to be legal to deport as many people as possible.

It's a real creative exercise that they have constantly underway. And they're not afraid to try something, even when lawyers are cautioning that it may not hold up in court. That's part of the strategy, is: Try something new, and even if it ends up being shut down, you might be able to achieve some of your goal, because those legal cases take time. So they might be able to deport thousands of people through these third-country deportations, and even if ultimately the practices end, they'll be a little bit closer to the ultimate goal. They don't see that as a bad thing.

Frum: But there's one thing that they're not doing, because it takes a lot of creativity, but it's the most obvious thing to do. And the thing that would work best is the thing they don't want to do, which is: Instead of sending ICE agents in bandanas, you send a team of accountants to large employers in the home-building and meatpacking industry, say, Let's see--we don't have to see any people here. We want to see your files, Mr. Employer. Let's go through the files. It doesn't look like you've done the procedures right, and here's your half-million-dollar fine.

And eventually, the home builder or the construction company or the meatpacking owner: I guess we should check people's status. And once the word goes out to all those people who are risking their lives, whom you so courageously traveled with, they're acting as rational economic actors because they know if you get across the line, you might be deported, but you will still be able to get a job. Because they, in fact, even now--this crackdown administration is not doing serious work with the forensic accounting and the finding of employers, because that's off limits in Republican Congress.

Dickerson: It's exactly right, a really important point. I'm glad that you brought it up, and another big question for me that I raise about this massive investment of money to carry out immigration enforcement. I don't think it's necessary. It's not rocket science to find undocumented immigrants in the United States. We know the businesses that they tend to work for. They're on virtually all of the farms and dairies in the United States that require manual labor. They're in restaurant kitchens. They're caring for elders in assisted-living facilities and in our homes. They're landscaping. They're cleaning. They're working in other hospitality jobs.

This is readily available information, and it does not require complex spyware technology in order to track people down, but it would require employer accountability. And the Trump administration is already butting up against that, already getting pushback from the agriculture industry, from the hotel industry. It's been reported that Trump himself has had undocumented workers on his properties. Because we know what industries rely on them so heavily, and we do continue, to this day as a country, to send a deeply mixed message to immigrants. At the same time that you hear politicians in the news saying, Do not come to the United States, or touting the deportation campaign that's underway now, the jobs are always there, and I think it's confusing for people. But at the end of the day, their decision is led by that rational economic thinking that you pointed out--that even though there is a risk, there's also a very clear desire for their presence.

And when people get to the United States, it always amazes me how quickly they're employed. People will be employed within a week; they'll have something, and then within a month they'll have something better, and then within two months they'll have two or three jobs because the need is so extreme. And so that is something that the Trump administration is going to have to face. The tension between its goal and its economic interest is going to come up again and again, and is going to break at some point.

Frum: So here's the last thing I want to ask you: As you look back on your trip on foot on the immigration route, do you have any, at this distance in time, later reflections on what you saw and what it meant?

Dickerson: That's a big one. I mean, there were so many different things going on in the Darien Gap. Because I was reporting on people who were fleeing all different types of circumstances, from the Venezuelan regime to economic constraints to climate change, all of them kind of come to a head with regard to immigration.

I think I can say that--you alluded to this a little bit earlier--in a previous time, what's happened in Venezuela politically would have made Venezuelans kind of the ideal asylee in the United States. As much as asylum exists as kind of a benevolent force, it's also a diplomatic tool, in a way, of showing to the world that our form of government is the best form of government, that a free democracy--a capitalist free democracy--is the best system. That's how the United States has positioned the asylum and refugee resettlement historically, and yet the opposition to the massive, massive amount of migration from Venezuela was obviously much stronger than the diplomatic interest that may have existed in past decades.

A lot of that relates to social media and to the ease of movement and access to movement that didn't exist in decades past and that does now. I mean, there are so many different groups that have capitalized on smuggling, on moving people from country to country, because these systems that attempt to control migration have been ineffective.

Maybe a final thought--and this is in my reporting about the Darien Gap, but I still believe it to be true--is that when you go about trying to control migration, as we have, through simply law enforcement and punishment, and trying to close holes by pressuring other countries to revoke access to visas, all trying to stop people from ultimately reaching the United States, what's happened instead of discouraging migration is private industry has popped up. People have figured out ways to make lots of money by getting people through and getting them into the United States.

And so I think--I go back again and again, in my Darien Gap reporting and in many stories that I've done, to the idea that immigration policy really has to be holistic. You can't ever be successful by focusing on one thing. So it's not just detention and deportation, as you said. It's turning toward American employers who employ undocumented immigrants, and really, I think, toward the country having an honest conversation about our need for immigrant work and an honest conversation about our relationship to immigrants.

I think there are a lot of Americans in the United States who think that, in general, they may support mass deportation except for the one friend they have at church or except for their daughter's mother, who they think is an exception--their one connection to somebody who doesn't have legal status. And these people in our lives and in our communities aren't exceptions. They're the rule. They're in every community. We all have relationships and connections to them. And so we just need to have a more honest conversation as a country about that in order to come up with a law-enforcement infrastructure that's effective and a diplomatic strategy that's effective and a way of allowing people in the United States who live and work here and don't break the law to live as full people, with rights and protections and not live in the state of terror that many are now, because of this sort of chaotic and disorganized sweep that we are seeing and that we've just handed a massive paycheck to this with this One Big Beautiful Bill Act.

Frum: Caitlin Dickerson, thank you so much for your time today. Thank you for your work for The Atlantic. You're a star among us all. Thank you. Bye-bye.

Dickerson: Thanks so much, David.

[Music]

Frum: Thank you to Caitlin Dickerson for joining me today on The David Frum Show. Before I sign off, I want to make a personal announcement--not something I often do on this platform, but just this one time. Those of you who are watching the program as opposed to listening to it will have noticed over my shoulder a photograph of my daughter Miranda, who died in February 2024. I keep the photograph there to show the world what is in my heart and in my head, and that Miranda is always with me and that I'm always thinking of her. That sad news this week has been relieved by some happy news: My wife, Danielle, and I would like to welcome to planet Earth a new granddaughter, Abigail, born to my son, Nat, and his wife, Isabel, our daughter-in-law in New York City, on August 14. This is the first piece of happy news my family has had in a long time, and I can't help but share it with the audience and friends of The David Frum Show.

Thanks to The Picton Gazette for their hospitality for this program. Thanks to the production team here at The David Frum Show. As always, the best way to support the work of this program, and of all of us at The Atlantic, is by subscribing to The Atlantic and also by sharing and liking this program on whatever audio or visual platform you may use to help us to get out the word.

We're trying to do something here that's a little different from what many podcasts do: We're trying to talk to smart people about subjects they know about. That's an unusual path, but we think it's worth a try.

See you next week on The David Frum Show. I'm David Frum.

[Music]

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

I'm David Frum. Thank you for listening.
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Trump Keeps Defending Russia

The president sees the Ukraine war through Kremlin-tinted glasses.

by Tom Nichols




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

Donald Trump loves to speak extemporaneously, and usually, he makes very little sense. (Sharks? The Unabomber? What?) Trying to turn his ramblings into a coherent message is like trying, as an old European saying goes, to turn fish soup back into an aquarium. But he is the president of the United States and holds the codes to some 2,000 nuclear weapons. When he speaks, his statements are both policy and a peek into the worldview currently governing the planet's sole superpower.

This morning, the commander in chief made clear that he does not understand the largest war in Europe, what started it, or why it continues. Worse, insofar as he does understand anything about Russia's attempted conquest of Ukraine, he seems to have internalized old pro-Moscow talking points that even the Kremlin doesn't bother with anymore.

The setting, as it so often is when Trump piles into a car with his thoughts and then goes full Thelma & Louise off a rhetorical cliff, was Fox & Friends. The Fox hosts, although predictably fawning, did their best to keep the president from the ledge, but when Trump pushes the accelerator, everyone goes along for the ride.

The subject, ostensibly, was Trump's supposed diplomatic triumph at yesterday's White House meeting with Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky and seven European leaders. The Fox hosts, of course, congratulated Trump--for what, no one could say--but that is part of the drill. A Trump interview on conservative media is something like a liturgy, with its predictable chants, its call-and-response moments, and its paternosters. Trump ran through the usual items: The war was Joe Biden's fault; the "Russia, Russia, Russia hoax"; the war never would have happened if Trump had been president. Unto ages of ages, amen.

But when the hosts asked specifically about making peace, the president of America sounded a lot like the president of Russia.

The war, Trump said, started because of Crimea and NATO. Considering his commitment to being a "peace president," Trump was oddly eager to castigate his predecessors for being weak: Crimea, he said, was handed over to Russian President Vladimir Putin by Barack Obama "without a shot fired." (Should Obama have fired some? No one asked.) Crimea, you see, is a beautiful piece of real estate, surrounded by water--I have been to Crimea, and I can confirm the president's evaluation here--and "Barack Hussein Obama gave it away." Putin, he said, got a "great deal" from Obama, and took it "like candy from a baby."

Trump did not explain how this putative land swindle led to Putin trying to seize all of Ukraine. But no matter; he quickly shifted to NATO, echoing the arguments of early Kremlin apologists and credulous Western intellectuals that Ukraine existed only as a "buffer" with the West, and that Putin was acting to forestall Ukraine joining NATO. Russia was right, Trump said, not to want the Western "enemy" on their border.

This might be the first time an American president has used Russia's language to describe NATO as an enemy. Perhaps Trump was simply trying to see the other side's point of view. He then added, however, that the war was sparked not only by NATO membership--which was not on the table anytime soon--but also by Ukrainian demands to return Crimea, which Trump felt were "very insulting" to Russia.

Trump is a bit behind on his pro-Kremlin talking points. The Russians themselves long ago largely abandoned any such blather about NATO and Crimea. Putin claimed early on that Ukraine was infested with Nazis--in the case of Zelensky, apparently Jewish Nazis--and that even if it weren't for NATO and Nazis, Ukraine is organically part of Russia and belongs under Kremlin rule. For three years, Putin has been slaughtering Ukrainian civilians to make the point that his Slavic brothers and sisters need to either accept that they are part of Russia, or die.

Trump then stumbled through a discussion of security guarantees, wandering off topic repeatedly while the hosts tried to shepherd him back to the safety of their questions. And then the president of the United States showed the entire world why the past few days of international diplomacy perhaps haven't been going so well, and why a delegation of European leaders had to parachute into Washington to stop him from doing something reckless.

"Look," Trump said, "everybody can play cute, and this and that, but Ukraine is gonna get their life back, they're gonna stop having people killed all over the place, and they're gonna get a lot of land."

Notice how the president described people getting killed as if mass death is just a natural disaster that no one has any control over. (Later, he added that he was in a hurry to get to a peace deal because thousands were dying each week--again, as if people were perishing from regularly scheduled earthquakes instead of Russian bombs.) His comment about Ukraine getting lots of land also betrays his default acceptance of Moscow's imperial demands: The land Trump is describing already belongs to Ukraine, and any deal that does not return all of it is a net loss. The American president, however, is speaking as if Kyiv should be grateful for the scraps of territory that Trump and Putin will grudgingly allow to fall from their table.

And then the discussion got worse. "Russia," Trump ruminated, "is a powerful military nation." (Well, yes.) "You know, whether people like it or not, it's a powerful nation. It's a much bigger nation," Trump said. "It's not a war that should have been started." (Again, a perfectly reasonable statement.) "You don't do that. You don't take on a nation that's 10 times your size."

Wait, what? Who doesn't take on a bigger nation? Who does Trump think began this war?

Trump's answers to the uneasy Fox courtiers summarized his belief that Ukraine, not Russia, was the aggressor, merely by refusing to roll over and hand its land and people to the Kremlin. The president seems to have embraced Putin's sly use of the term root causes (an expression Putin used again in Anchorage). When the Russian dictator says "root causes," he means Ukraine's continued existence as an independent nation, which Russia now views as the fundamental justification for its barbarism.

Trump then bumbled into several other verbal brambles, but none of them mattered as much as this revealing moment. Zelensky and Ukraine are the problem, and the rest is just an ongoing tragedy that the Ukrainians can end by being "flexible" and by putting their president in a room with the man conducting atrocities against them.

In the end, Trump even suggested that cutting through the knot of war in Ukraine could be the ticket to salvation. "If I can get to heaven," he said, "this will be one of the reasons," because he will be recognized, presumably, as one of the great peacemakers. As for Putin, Trump knows they can work together: "There's a warmth there," he said of his relationship with an indicted war criminal. Blessed, perhaps, are the warmongers.
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Trump's Half-Baked Approach to Negotiation

The president hasn't shown much interest in dealing with the messy details of diplomacy.

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.

On the surface, yesterday's White House summit on Ukraine showed an impressively unified front among President Donald Trump, major European leaders, and Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky. The participants all smiled and expressed optimism. Zelensky donned a suit, avoiding harangues like those he received over his military attire during his previous visit.

Yes, the leaders offered sometimes exaggerated praise for Trump, but the president also praised each of them in hyperbolic terms, and he had a few good lines, even if NATO Secretary General Mark Rutte laughed a little too hard at some of them.

The biggest division during the meeting was not about whether Trump is more sympathetic to Russia or Ukraine, the central question in the past. Instead, the disunity was over substance versus process. Trump appeared to treat the peace negotiation as basically a series of steps to be completed, while his counterparts were more focused on questions of cease-fires and security guarantees. This cleavage suggests that although European leaders appear to have succeeded--at least for now--in persuading Trump to move somewhat toward them and away from Russian President Vladimir Putin, turning that into a real peace will still be challenging.

For Trump, the answer to stopping the war appears to be getting the right sequence of meetings: First, he met with Putin; then he met with Zelensky; next, he will meet with both men and, he says, hammer out a deal. "We're going to try and work out a [trilateral meeting] after that and see if we can get it finished, put this to sleep," he said yesterday. (Zelensky was open to such a meeting yesterday. The White House said today that Putin has agreed as well, but the Kremlin has been publicly noncommittal.)

Zelensky and the other Europeans, meanwhile, were much more concerned about the details of what might come up at this eventual trilateral meeting, or along the way. For the pro-Ukraine bloc, the big victory from yesterday was a discussion of security guarantees for Ukraine--basically, assurances that once a peace deal is in place, allies will assist Ukraine if Russia restarts hostilities. Ursula von der Leyen, the president of the European Commission, discussed creating something similar to NATO's Article 5 mutual-defense agreement. But Trump was notably vague about what sort of commitments he might make.

Trump also wavered on the importance of a cease-fire. Prior to his summit with Putin in Alaska last week, Trump had insisted on a cessation of hostilities, which Putin flatly rejected. Now Trump seems to have given up on that. "All of us would obviously prefer an immediate cease-fire while we work on a lasting peace," he said. "And maybe something like that could happen. As of this moment, it's not happening." (As if to underscore the point, Russian drones struck Ukraine yesterday--though this sort of provocation also seems to be one reason for Trump's new openness to Ukraine.)

Some observers were appalled by Trump's meeting with Putin on American soil, noting that the Russian president is a butcher, an autocrat, and a war criminal wanted on international warrants. All of this is true, and nauseating, but as National Review's Rich Lowry notes, achieving peace will require dealing with Putin. (When President Barack Obama tried diplomacy with Iran, Republicans were outraged; now the roles are reversed.) Peace deals are judged on results, not always the character of those making them. Yasser Arafat and Henry Kissinger were Nobel Peace laureates, after all.

Sitting down, however, is not enough on its own, and if treated that way, it can simply encourage bad actors such as Putin by giving them status and recognition without requiring any or many concessions. Trump sees himself as a dealmaker, and he's often described--sometimes, though not always, positively--as transactional. But he is so personally motivated by deals per se that he doesn't always appear to grasp that others are not, or why they're not. Trump's approach to this negotiation has ignored the fact that Putin doesn't seem interested in a deal at all: He appears content to drag the war out as long as possible. Nor does Trump's method account for the fact that some terms of a peace deal would be so onerous as to make it unacceptable to Zelensky on patriotic and political grounds. Dealing with the messy details is hard work, and Trump has never shown much interest in, or patience for, policy minutiae.

This fetishization of process over substance has previously led Trump into the same diplomatic cul-de-sacs. In 2018--despite the skepticism of some of his own aides--he met with North Korea's Kim Jong Un in Singapore. The summit produced all the pageantry and pomp that Trump adores, and it led to a pen-pal relationship between the men, but in part because that was his focus, the gambit has not produced any breakthroughs on North Korea opening up, reducing nefarious activities overseas, or relinquishing nuclear weapons. Trump has held multiple meetings with Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu to try to move toward a peace deal in Gaza, but his inability to get much traction there has led him to lash out at his ally.

Other perils still dog the Ukraine peace process. Trump continues to speak about Russia's illegal invasion of Ukraine as though Ukraine had some choice or culpability in the matter. ("Russia is a powerful military nation, you know, whether people like it or not," he said on Fox & Friends this morning. "It's a much bigger nation. It's not a war that should have been started; you don't do that. You don't take--you don't take on a nation that's 10 times your size.") Trump also has a tendency to latch on to whatever he heard from the last person he spoke with, which explains his vacillation between Friday's friendliness to Putin and yesterday's chumminess with Zelensky, and makes it hard to know where he might settle.

But the biggest challenge at this moment is the nitty-gritty. Process is important and shouldn't be written off, but it's important because it provides a framework for resolving the substance. No peace deal can be achieved without accepting that.

Related:

	Trump buys more time for Putin.
 	Trump has no cards, Anne Applebaum writes.
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Today's News

	Russian President Vladimir Putin promised to meet with Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky in the coming weeks, according to White House Press Secretary Karoline Leavitt.
 	In an interview on Fox News this morning, President Donald Trump said that no U.S. ground forces will go to Ukraine as part of any peace deal with Russia, but he is open to providing Ukraine with military air support.
 	The Justice Department has launched an investigation into whether Washington, D.C., police manipulated data to make the city's crime rates appear lower, according to The Washington Post.
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The Growing Cohort of Single Dads by Choice

By Faith Hill

Charlie Calkins grew up in a big extended family. We're talking about nearly 30 cousins--some of whom had their own kids. When he was in high school, he spent a lot of time with those young children: a position that some surly teens might resent but that Calkins adored. The idea that someday he would be a father himself seemed, to him, only natural.
 He just needed to wait for the right partner to show up. So he did: He waited and waited. He went to business school. He built a career in tech. He traveled. And he went on dates. When a relationship didn't work out, he'd return to "professional mode"--bouncing between "intermittent surges" of dating and work. "I spent a lot of my early adulthood going, When everything's right, it will happen," he told me. "I'm definitely a The stars will align kind of person. And then one day it hit me: They were not aligning."
 That's how Calkins ended up, in his 40s, making an appointment with a fertility clinic.




Read the full article.



Culture Break


Illustration by Hayley Wall for The Atlantic



Read. A new generation of disabled writers isn't interested in inspiring readers, Sophia Stewart writes.

Watch. Remaking an Akira Kurosawa masterpiece is no small task, but Highest 2 Lowest (out now in theaters) is a worthy attempt, David Sims 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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Scenes From the 2025 World Games in Chengdu

The 12th World Games just concluded in Chengdu, China, after hosting thousands of athletes competing in a wide variety of sporting events, including canoe polo, tug-of-war, wushu, drone racing, cheerleading, disc golf, and much more.

by Alan Taylor


Italy's team competes in the mixed aerobic group final during the 2025 World Games at the Dong'an Lake Sports Park Multi-Function Gymnasium in Chengdu, in China's Sichuan province, on August 15, 2025. (Jade Gao / AFP / Getty)




Taiwan's Chang Yu-Hsin (center) competes in the women's 15,000-meter speed-skating-road elimination final during the 2025 World Games at Shuyue Park in Chengdu on August 13, 2025. (Jade Gao / AFP / Getty)




Jan Erik Haack of Team Italy controls the ball in the men's canoe-polo gold-medal match between Germany and Italy at the Jianyang Cultural and Sports Center Natatorium in Chengdu on August 16, 2025. (Jade Gao / AFP / Getty)




Romania's Andra Pacurar (left) and Ionut Alexandru Miculescu compete in the couple's Latin-dance final at the Chengbei Gymnasium on August 8, 2025. (Jade Gao / AFP / Getty)




China's Zhang Maozhu (front) competes in the men's powerboating motosurf heat during the 2025 World Games at the Sancha Lake Ma'anshan Arena on August 16, 2025. (Jade Gao / AFP / Getty)




Li Tianxing of China competes in the drone-racing mixed-qualification round on day eight of the 2025 World Games at Dong'an Lake Sports Park Athletics Field on August 14, 2025. During the races, pilots wear FPV (first-person view) goggles to control their drones from a cockpit-like perspective. They must complete three laps of a 500-meter course within three minutes, navigating more than 40 obstacles, such as single gates, double-decker gates, cross gates, and slalom gates. (Liu Zhongjun / China News Service / VCG / Getty)




Gabriel Petry Heck, of Brazil, competes during the men's fistball gold-medal match between Brazil and Germany on August 13, 2025. (Tenzin Nyida / Xinhua / Getty)




Ukraine's team competes in the men's acrobatic group-qualification match at the Dong'an Lake Sports Park Multi-Function Gymnasium in Chengdu. (Jade Gao / AFP / Getty)




Team Taiwan competes against Team Switzerland (not pictured) in the women's outdoor 500-kilogram tug-of-war gold-medal match on a rainy day at the Dong'an Lake Sports Park Central Square. (Jade Gao / AFP / Getty)




Marissa Gannon of Team USA competes during the mixed-doubles final of the disc-golf event on August 10, 2025. (Chen Xinbo / Xinhua / Getty)




Allison Hoeft and Sydney Martin of Team USA perform during the cheerleading pom doubles final at the Dong'an Lake Sports Park Multi-Function Gymnasium on August 16, 2025. (Lisi Niesner / Reuters)




China's Royal performs during the B-girls' gold-medal breakdance match in Chengbei Gymnasium on August 17, 2025. (Lisi Niesner / Reuters)




Lu Zhuoling of China competes during the women's wushu taijiquan-taijijian final event at the 2025 World Games. (Xu Suhui / Xinhua / Getty)




Marques Brownlee (front) of Team USA vies with Mao Quan of Team China during the ultimate-flying-disc mixed-preliminary-round group-A game on August 14, 2025. (Sun Fanyue / Xinhua / Getty)




Alexey Glukhov and Anastasia Glazunova of Moldova compete during the standard finals of the DanceSport event in Chengdu on August 9, 2025. (Du Zixuan / Xinhua / Getty)




Players in action, seen during the flag-football match between Team China and Team USA on day nine of the 2025 World Games, at Chengdu No. 7 High School Eastern Campus Athletics Field on August 15, 2025 (VCG / Getty)




Bulgaria's Kseniya Momchilova and Argentina's Sara Banchoff Tzancoff compete in a women's parkour speed qualification run at Xinglong Lake Hubin Arena on August 12, 2025. (Lisi Niesner / Reuters)




Members of the delegation from Belgium pose with the mascot "Shubao" during the closing ceremony of the 2025 World Games on August 17, 2025. (Zhang Liyun / Xinhua / Getty)
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'Make McCarthy Great Again'

Laura Loomer has become the Joseph McCarthy of the Trump era.

by Michael Scherer




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

The first thing Laura Loomer wanted to know when I called her earlier this month was whether this was going to be a "hit piece." The self-described investigative journalist and unofficial adviser to President Donald Trump is familiar with the genre. She had just attacked the United States Army for praising a recipient of the Medal of Honor. She would soon claim without evidence that Republican Representative Marjorie Taylor Greene--another person comfortable trafficking in unsubstantiated allegations--"gave blow jobs in the back rooms of CrossFit gyms." Soon after that, she said that Palestinian children receiving medical care in the United States posed a "dangerous" threat to American national security.

You never know just how far she will go, but that's the game she plays. I suggested at one point that her effort to get federal employees fired for supposed disloyalty to Trump recalled the Red Scare of the early 1950s, when Senator Joseph McCarthy of Wisconsin exploited the private musings and personal associations of alleged communist sympathizers to end their careers. She loved that.

"Joseph McCarthy was right," Loomer responded without missing a beat. "We need to make McCarthy great again."

She had toiled for a decade on the dark edges of relevance, pulling public pranks and getting chased off financial and social-media platforms for hate-speech violations. She was arrested after storming the stage at New York City's Shakespeare in the Park to protest a Trump-inspired Julius Caesar and kicked off Uber and Lyft for saying that she did not want Muslim drivers. She also lost two bids for GOP congressional nominations in Florida, symbolically refusing to concede the second because of the "voter fraud" she says was caused by her inability to communicate on social media. She found out at the end of last year that she would not get the White House job she thought she was promised, and lost her ability to make money on X after violating the platform's doxxing policies.

Yet, here we are. Loomer, the proud, defiant, extremist troll, is one of the most influential public figures in what is still the most important country on the planet--"back from the dead and rose from the ashes," she told me. How did this come to pass? "I am a genuine person, and I speak my mind. I am not fake," she offered. "It's a story of persistence. As I like to say, persistence will beat the resistance."

Another explanation has to do with her champion and enabler, the most powerful person in the country, who has stuck with her despite the warnings, sneers, and eye rolls of his own senior advisers. "I know she's known as a radical right, but I think Laura Loomer is a very nice person," Trump told reporters this month. His early mentor Roy Cohn had previously been an unapologetic adviser to McCarthy during his red-baiting Congressional hearings. Trump's subsequent political adviser, Roger Stone, a friend and admirer of Cohn, has been a mentor to Loomer.

Whatever the reason, her private research and public X posts have destroyed careers, shaped news cycles, and moved financial markets. Quite often, Trump doesn't just listen to Loomer--he does what she wants.

In just the first seven months of Trump's second presidency, she successfully lobbied Trump to end Secret Service protection for Joe Biden's children. She has pushed the president to fire six members of his National Security Council, remove three leaders at the National Security Agency, end an academic appointment at West Point, fire the director of the National Vetting Center at the Department of Homeland Security, dispatch an assistant U.S. attorney in California, and remove a federal prosecutor in Manhattan. After Trump's intel chief stripped 37 current and former national-security officials of their security clearance Wednesday, she claimed credit for first labeling 29 of them as threats to Trump.

Every day was another opportunity to grab headlines, to protect the president, to expose another potential saboteur. This phone call, included.

"Why do we want to have a woman who is pregnant, who is going to have to take maternity leave as soon as she is confirmed?" Loomer asked me. "You should make a decision: Do you want to have a career, or do you want a family?"

She was referring to Casey Means, a Stanford-trained doctor turned wellness influencer Trump nominated to be surgeon general. Loomer believes that Means is part of an extortionist, Marxist vanguard--led by Health and Human Services Secretary Robert F. Kennedy Jr.--that will ultimately sabotage the Trump administration and the Republican Party. In her rapid-fire staccato--always urgent, indignant, agrieved--Loomer rattled off facts that she had uncovered about Means's metabolic-health company and her husband's past sympathies for Black Lives Matter. (Means did not respond to a request for comment.)

I stopped Loomer and asked her to go back: Did she really believe that pregnant women should not have careers? "You can have a family, and you can have a career," Loomer responded, beginning what sounded like a pivot toward acknowledging that Congress outlawed employment discrimination based on motherhood back in 1978.

But that was not her point. "If you are going to be working in the federal government, don't you think it is a little abusive if you have a job where you can't bring your baby every day?" she asked me. "Are my tax dollars supposed to go to her because she doesn't use a condom? Is there not a man who is qualified?"

Read: Casey Means and the MAHA takeover

Not so long ago, people who spoke like Loomer were ostracized from political parties and mainstream conversations, cast as the fringe. Provocateurs once needed to find publishers to produce their pamphlets. Activists begged access from White House staff to get on the president's schedule. Opposition researchers depended on journalists to launder their work. And those who called themselves journalists operated by codes: no undisclosed financial arrangements with political actors, no explicit political advocacy, and extensive editing and legal vetting to assure accuracy. The system minimized a certain type of toxicity, while giving those who already had power--the owners of media outlets, the leaders of government and industry--a gatekeeping role.

The 32-year-old Loomer belongs to a new era, when any thought can be instantly published everywhere and the president is easy to reach on his cellphone. Despite the loss of her accounts on Facebook and Instagram, she has a growing audience of 1.7 million followers on her fully reinstated X account (up by about 30 percent since last year), a sponsored podcast on Rumble, and--she claims--an expanding roster of private clients, including major political donors, whose names she declines to disclose.

Top Trump advisers, unable to cast her away, regularly work with her behind the scenes. In addition to having calls and meetings with the president, Loomer speaks regularly with White House Chief of Staff Susie Wiles and Director of the White House Office of Presidential Personnel Sergio Gor, according to people familiar with the relationships. Loomer praises Wiles for being open to her work and has called Gor a friend. But she speaks of the White House overall as a self-dealing den of duplicity, where staff regularly conspire against the president she adores.

"Everyone is positioning themselves for a post-Trump GOP," she told me, adding that Trump is often surprised by what she tells him about his own administration. "Every time I have these briefings, he looks at his staff and says, 'How come you didn't tell me this?'"

It is a high-stakes game that threatens to broaden distrust within Trump's senior ranks. If isolated, once-anodyne facts from the past can sink careers; nearly anyone is suddenly vulnerable to exposure, setting Loomer up as a tip line for administration officials to inform on their office rivals, while potentially providing other powerful interests a lever to disappear their adversaries. "There are people who message me all the time," Loomer boasted to me. "In every agency, I have sources."

Read: "I run the country and the world."

Last week, she got ahold of a video showing happy Palestinian refugees arriving in the San Francisco airport, owing to efforts by Heal Palestine, a group that provides treatment in the United States to children wounded in Gaza. The group says that the children and their families arrived on temporary visas and will return to the Middle East after treatment. She called the spectacle an "Islamic invasion" and asked the Trump administration to shut it down. A day later, the State Department announced a stop to "all visitor visas for individuals from Gaza" to review the situation. "It's amazing how fast we can get results from the Trump administration," Loomer posted on X.

Not all of her efforts succeed. I asked her about her unsuccessful attempt to stop Trump's appointment of Colonel Earl G. Matthews as general counsel of the Department of Defense, making him one of the highest-ranking African Americans in the building. She had attacked Matthews for his past praise of former Defense Secretary Lloyd Austin, a Biden appointee, and his work with former Trump advisers turned foes such as former Joint Chiefs of Staff Chairman Mark Milley and National Security Adviser John Bolton. But she did not bring up those points with me. "He sounds like he is speaking Ebonics anytime he speaks," she said. "I don't take anything he says seriously." (Matthews, in fact, sounds like a U.S. Army colonel when he speaks. He did not respond to a request for comment.)

"I would rather be feared than loved," Loomer added. "I don't need to be loved by people who work in Washington, D.C."

Earlier this summer, Loomer told The New York Times that she had five paying clients for her research-consulting firm, an unusual side business for someone who describes themselves as a journalist. Now she says she has more, but she will not give a number. "It is not policy matters," she told me, adding that some are corporate clients who want her to do "executive-level vetting." "There are several billionaires I work with, and they have retained me to do their political vetting."

The foggy boundaries between her activism, so-called journalism, and client work have created widespread concern that she is surreptitiously passing on information to promote the agendas of powerful interests.

After she began posting about the Puerto Rican bankruptcy authority, Trump fired its whole board, immediately improving the stock value of a major natural-gas company that was seeking a contract with the island. After she began attacking Republicans who wanted a clean break between Chevron and the Venezuelan government, Trump's team granted the company new sanctions carve-outs. After she resurfaced old political comments by Vinay Prasad, a top official at the Food and Drug Administration, he resigned his post, saying through a spokesperson that he "did not want to be a distraction to the great work of the FDA."

Like many of Loomer's crusades, her attacks on Prasad focused on facts that would not have been disqualifying in the previous age when technocrats were hired for their abilities, not their ideological purity. She called Prasad, a hematologist-oncologist at the University of San Francisco, who had long been a critic of the FDA, a "trojan horse" and "saboteur" because he called himself a "Bernie Sanders liberal" in 2022 and wrote on Twitter in 2020 that he wanted Joe Biden to win--facts that did not trouble Kennedy, who was himself a Democrat until 2023. (Loomer accused Kennedy last week of preparing for a 2028 presidential bid, prompting him to announce that he was not running.)

Loomer's crusade against Prasad came soon after he decided to limit access to a Sarepta Therapeutics drug, following evidence that it causes severe liver damage; this led MAGA influencers to allege that Loomer was secretly working for the pharmaceutical company. Sarepta, through a spokesperson, said that it has not "engaged with nor associated with Laura Loomer." She told me the same, even offering "to sign an affidavit" saying so. But the wholly unsubstantiated claims still played a role in undermining Loomer's case against Prasad; two senior Trump advisers told me that, although they had seen no proof of a connection, they believed the rumors. After he resigned, the White House invited Prasad to rejoin the administration, which he did about two weeks after leaving.

Loomer also denies taking money from Chevron or those with interests before the bankruptcy board of Puerto Rico. Although the obscurity of her targets raises suspicions, she said she has always taken on niche issues. She told me that she has been discussing legal action with her attorney against her public critics who accuse her of engaging in pay-to-play, a path that some of her critics have welcomed because of the prospect of uncovering her financial arrangements during discovery.

Those who have known her for years speak of her zeal and commitment as the purest form of MAGA. "It may shock a lot of folks in politics, but some of us are actually involved for reasons other than power, money, and fame," Ted Goodman, a MAGA-aligned political operative who works for former New York Mayor Rudy Giuliani, told me. "She can't be bought and isn't swayed by monetary gain."

Brian Ballard, one of the most influential Trump-aligned lobbyists in Washington, told me that he has not worked with Loomer, but he had nothing but praise. "I think she is incredibly effective, and I understand why people would want to hire her," he said.

Trump and Loomer agree that a failure to sift through appointees' pasts in the first term undermined the president's ambitions. "If there would have actually been proper vetting systems set up in the first Trump administration, the Russian-collusion hoax never would have happened, the first impeachment never would have happened, the second impeachment never would have happened," she explained on a recent episode of her podcast. Trump seems to have taken this advice to heart. In his second go-round as president, his administration has taken several steps that appear designed to eliminate dissent or checks on his power.

The problem is that no one is clear on what constitutes a fireable offense. Trump's top advisers, including Wiles, have been working intentionally, with Trump's support, to expand the tent of Republican politics by embracing leaders such as Kennedy, a scion of the most famous Democratic family, and Director of National Intelligence Tulsi Gabbard, a former congresswoman who previously ran as a Democrat. Past liberal leanings, in this effort, are a benefit, not a liability. Trump has stocked his inner circle with people such as Vice President J. D. Vance, who once compared Trump to Adolf Hitler, and Secretary of State Marco Rubio, who once speculated mockingly about the size of Trump's manhood.

Like Trump, Loomer says that Vance and Rubio earned forgiveness because they have made amends. But at other times, Loomer has found herself on the wrong side of Trump. Loomer defended Trump's initial pick to lead NASA, Jared Isaacman, a friend of Elon Musk, even though Isaacman has given money to Democrats in the past. Others in the White House, including Gor, supported removing Isaacman amid Trump's high-profile fallout with Musk, leading Trump to withdraw Isaacman's name.

Read: The decline and fall of Elon Musk

Trump has ignored other Loomer recommendations, such as her demand to fire Attorney General Pam Bondi over her handling of Justice Department records on the investigation into Jeffrey Epstein. (Loomer says Trump is not implicated in any of Epstein's crimes, and she encouraged him to sue The Wall Street Journal after it wrote about a bawdy letter reportedly from Trump that was found among Epstein's possessions.) The president remains a strong supporter of Kennedy, who endorsed Trump last year after the president agreed to adopt much of his health agenda. (Their agreement was the result of "extortion" on the part of Kennedy, Loomer argues.) The White House leadership is counting on the Make America Healthy Again coalition to help Republicans in the midterm elections. Trump also called Loomer and dressed her down after she criticized his decision to allow the Air Force to accept a commercial plane from the Qatari government. "I want to apologize to President Trump more than anyone because I am a loyal person," she later posted.

The most jarring Loomer crusades challenge the central assumptions of the national project. On August 8, the U.S. Army retold the heroic story of Captain Florent Groberg, a Medal of Honor winner who had tackled a suicide bomber 12 years earlier in Afghanistan, saving the lives of other Americans while sustaining serious injuries to his brain, leg, and, ear. Loomer pounced, denouncing the Army secretary for praising someone like Groberg, who was born in France and had given a speech supporting the presidential nominee Hillary Clinton at the 2016 Democratic National Convention.

"Are we supposed to believe the Army couldn't find a Republican and US born soldier?" she wrote on X. "They had to find an immigrant who voted for Hillary Clinton and spoke at the DNC as Obama's guest?" The claim that foreign-born patriots are less worthy of praise than those who are native-born won Loomer articles in The Washington Post, the Daily Mail, and other publications, but no comment from the White House.

Among those who objected was Greene, the Trump-aligned representative from Georgia who has tangled with Loomer--and has directed her own opposition research. "Many people need to wake up about her reporting. Researching facts and then spinning them into lies to serve her agenda doesn't make her good or trustworthy. It makes her a liar and it makes her dangerous," Greene concluded in her own social-media post.

This, for Loomer, was an opportunity. She has no problem going after Republican targets. She has publicly accused Senator Lindsey Graham of being gay, which he denies, and called the podcaster Tucker Carlson a "fraud" and a "terrible person." Loomer let loose on Greene, claiming without evidence that she committed obscene acts in CrossFit gyms. (She did link to a Daily Mail article that had suggested, based on anonymous sources, that the congresswoman had extramarital affairs with people she knew through her gym.)

"Can you call yourself a Christian when your mouth is full of other men's cock?" read one Loomer zinger, a modern version of the archetypical prompt "When did you stop beating your wife?"

All of it generated headlines, attention, and reposts of her social-media accounts. In a world without gatekeepers, where the most powerful man in the country rewards such behavior, Loomer sees little downside. Out-of-bounds provocation drives attention. Attention increases influence. And the person who matters the most is almost certainly entertained.

"At the end of the day, it is called the Trump administration," she told me on our phone call. "So the way I look at it, I play for an audience of one."

Vivian Salama contributed to this story.
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A Letter to America's Discarded Public Servants

You all deserved better.

by William J. Burns




Dear Colleagues,

For three and a half decades as a career diplomat, I walked across the lobby of the State Department countless times--inspired by the Stars and Stripes and humbled by the names of patriots etched into our memorial wall. It was heartbreaking to see so many of you crossing that same lobby in tears following the reduction in force in July, carrying cardboard boxes with family photos and the everyday remains of proud careers in public service. After years of hard jobs in hard places--defusing crises, tending alliances, opening markets, and helping Americans in distress--you deserved better.

The same is true for so many other public servants who have been fired or pushed out in recent months: the remarkable intelligence officers I was proud to lead as CIA director, the senior military officers I worked with every day, the development specialists I served alongside overseas, and too many others with whom we've served at home and abroad.

The work you all did was unknown to many Americans, rarely well understood or well appreciated. And under the guise of reform, you all got caught in the crossfire of a retribution campaign--of a war on public service and expertise.

Those of us who have served in public institutions understand that serious reforms are overdue. Of course we should remove bureaucratic hurdles that prevent agencies like the State Department from operating efficiently. But there is a smart way and a dumb way to tackle reform, a humane way and an intentionally traumatizing way.

If today's process were truly about sensible reform, career officers--who typically rotate roles every few years--wouldn't have been fired simply because their positions have fallen out of political favor.

If this process were truly about sensible reform, crucial experts in technology or China policy in whom our country has invested so much wouldn't have been pushed out.

If this process were truly about reform, it would have addressed not only the manifestations of bloat and inefficiencies but also their causes--including congressionally mandated budget items.

And if this process were truly about sensible reform, you and your families wouldn't have been treated with gleeful indignity. One of your colleagues, a career diplomat, was given just six hours to clear out his office. "When I was expelled from Russia," he said, "at least Putin gave me six days to leave."

No, this is not about reform. It is about retribution. It is about breaking people and breaking institutions by sowing fear and mistrust throughout our government. It is about paralyzing public servants--making them apprehensive about what they say, how it might be interpreted, and who might report on them. It is about deterring anyone from daring to speak truth to power.

I served six presidents: three Republicans and three Democrats. It was my duty to faithfully implement their decisions, even when I didn't agree with them. Career public servants have a profound obligation to execute the decisions of elected leaders, whether we voted for them or not; that discipline is essential to any democratic system.

Many of your fellow officers purged at the State Department were doing just that--faithfully executing decisions that ran contrary to their professional advice and preferences. They may not have supported the cancellation of Fulbright scholarships, the resettlement of Afrikaners, the expulsion of the Afghan partners who fought and bled with us for two decades, but they implemented those policies anyway. Still, those officers were fired.

Tensions between elected political leaders and career public servants are hardly new. Each of the presidents I served harbored periodic concerns about the reliability and sluggishness of government bureaucracy. Although individual officers could be remarkably resourceful, the State Department as an institution was rarely accused of being too agile or too full of initiative. There is a difference, however, between fixing bureaucratic malaise and hammering professional public servants into politicized robots.

Good on Paper: Maybe we do need DOGE

That's what autocrats do. They cow public servants into submission--and in doing so, they create a closed system that is free of opposing views and inconvenient concerns. Their policy making, their ability to realize their aims, suffers as a result.

Vladimir Putin's foolish decision to invade Ukraine in February 2022 offers a powerful example. Putin operated within a tight circle in the run-up to the war. He relied on a handful of long-serving advisers who either shared his flawed assumptions about Ukraine's ability to resist and the West's willingness to support it, or had learned a long time ago that it was not career-enhancing to question Putin's judgment. The results, especially in the first year of the war, were catastrophic for Russia.

For all its flaws and imperfections, our system still allows disciplined dissent--and it's better for it. Just as it is the duty of public servants to carry out orders we don't agree with, it is also our duty to be honest about our concerns within appropriate channels--or to resign if we can't in good conscience follow those orders. Sound decision making suffers if experts feel like they cannot offer their candid or contrary insights.

I could not have done my job as an ambassador, as a deputy secretary of state, or as the CIA director unless my colleagues were straightforward about their views. When I led secret talks with the Iranians more than a decade ago, I needed the unvarnished advice of diplomats and intelligence officers to help me navigate the complex world of nuclear programs and Iranian decision making. I needed colleagues to question my judgment sometimes, and offer creative, hard-nosed solutions.

There is a real danger in punishing dissent--not only to our profession, but to our country. Once you start, policy can become an extension of court politics, with little airing of alternative views or consideration of second- and third-order consequences.

Like some of you, I'm old enough to have lived through other efforts at reform and streamlining. After the end of the Cold War, budgets were cut significantly, and the Arms Control and Disarmament Agency and the U.S. Information Agency were absorbed into the State Department. Years later, when I was serving as the American ambassador in Moscow, we reduced staff by about 15 percent over three years. None of those was a perfect process, but they were conducted in a thoughtful way, respectful of public servants and their expertise.

Long before any of us served in government, amid the escalation of the Cold War, in the 1950s, McCarthyism provided a vivid example of an alternative approach, full of deliberate trauma and casual cruelty. A generation of China specialists was falsely accused of being Communist sympathizers and driven from the State Department, kneecapping American diplomacy toward Beijing for years. Today's "reform" process--at State and elsewhere across the federal government--bears much more resemblance to McCarthy's costly excesses than to any other era in which I've served. And it's much more damaging.

We live in a new era--one that is marked by major-power competition and a revolution in technology, and one that is more confusing, complicated, and combustible than any time before. I believe the United States still has a better hand to play than any of our rivals, unless we squander the moment and throw away some of our best cards. That's exactly what the current administration is doing.

We cannot afford to further erode the sources of our power at home and abroad. The demolition of institutions--the dismantling of USAID and Voice of America, the planned 50 percent reduction in the State Department's budget--is part of a bigger strategic self-immolation. We've put at risk the network of alliances and partnerships that is the envy of our rivals. We've even gutted the research funding that powers our economy.

If intelligence analysts at the CIA saw our rivals engage in this kind of great-power suicide, we would break out the bourbon. Instead, the sound we hear is of champagne glasses clinking in the Kremlin and Zhongnanhai.

Of course we should put our own national interests first. But winning in an intensely competitive world means thinking beyond narrowly defined self-interest and building coalitions that counterbalance our adversaries; it requires working together on "problems without passports" such as climate change and global health challenges, which no single country can solve on its own.

At our best, over the years I served in government, we were guided by enlightened self-interest, a balance of hard power and soft power. That's what produced victory in the Cold War, the reunification of Germany, the coalition success in Operation Desert Storm, peace in the Balkans, nuclear-arms-control treaties, and the defense of Ukraine against Putin's aggression. The bipartisan PEPFAR program is a shining example of America at its best--saving tens of millions of people from the deadly threat of HIV/AIDS while also fostering some measure of stability in sub-Saharan Africa, establishing wider trust in American leadership, and keeping Americans safe.

We weren't always at our best, or always especially enlightened, as we stumbled into protracted and draining conflicts in Afghanistan and Iraq, or when we didn't press allies hard enough to contribute their fair share. Criticism of the current administration should not obscure any of that, or suggest a misplaced nostalgia for an imperfect past.

From the December 2022 issue: George Packer on a new theory of American power

The growing danger today, however, is that we're focused exclusively on the "self" part of enlightened self-interest--at the expense of the "enlightened" part. The threat we face is not from an imaginary "deep state" bent on undermining an elected president, but from a weak state of hollowed-out institutions and battered and belittled public servants, no longer able to uphold the guardrails of our democracy or help the United States compete in an unforgiving world. We won't beat hostile autocrats by imitating them.

Many years ago, when I was finishing graduate school and trying to figure out what I wanted to do with my professional life, my father sent me a note. He was a career Army officer, a remarkably decent man, and the best model of public service I have ever known. "Nothing can make you prouder," my dad wrote, "than to serve your country with honor." I've spent the past 40 years learning the truth in his advice.

I am deeply proud to have served alongside so many of you. Your expertise and your often quietly heroic public service have made an immeasurable contribution to the best interests of our country. You swore an oath--not to a party or a president, but to the Constitution. To the people of the United States.

To protect us. To defend us. To keep us safe.

You've fulfilled your oath, just as those still serving in government are trying their best to fulfill theirs. So will the next generation of public servants.

All of us have a profound stake in shaping their inheritance. I worry about how much damage we will do in the meantime. There is still a chance that the next generation will serve in a world where we curb the worst of our current excesses--stop betraying the ideals of public service, stop firing experts just because their statistics are unwelcome, and stop blowing up institutions that matter to our future. There is still a chance that the next generation could be present at the creation of a new era for America in the world, in which we're mindful of our many strengths but more careful about overreach.

There is, sadly, room for doubt about those chances. At this pivotal moment, there's a growing possibility that we will inflict so much damage on ourselves and our place in the world that those future public servants will instead find themselves present at the destruction--a self-inflicted, generational setback to American leadership and national security.

But what I do not doubt is the abiding importance of public service, and the value of what you have done with yours. And I know that you will continue to serve in different ways, helping to stand watch over our great experiment, even as too many of our elected leaders seem to be turning their backs on it.

With appreciation to you and your families,








This article appears in the October 2025 print edition with the headline "You Deserved Better."
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The Democrats' Biggest Senate Recruits Have One Thing in Common

They're old.

by Russell Berman




When news broke this week that Sherrod Brown would run next year to reclaim a Senate seat in Ohio, Democrats cheered the reports as a huge coup. Before losing a reelection bid last year, Brown had been the last Democrat to win statewide office in a state that has veered sharply to the right over the past decade. His entry instantly transforms the Ohio race from a distant dream to a plausible pickup opportunity for the party.

If most Democrats were ecstatic about Brown's planned comeback bid, Amanda Litman was a bit less jazzed. To be sure, she's a big fan of Brown, the gravelly-voiced populist who was once seen as a formidable presidential contender. (He never did run for the White House.) But Brown is now 72, and Litman, the founder of a group that encourages and trains first-time candidates, has been among the loudest voices calling for Democrats to ditch their gerontocracy once and for all. "In a year like this, if Sherrod Brown is really the best and only person that can make Ohio competitive, that's who we should run," Litman told me. But, she quickly added, "it is a damning indictment" of the Democratic Party in states such as Ohio that a just-defeated septuagenarian is its most viable choice.

Litman has called for every Democrat over the age of 70 to retire at the end of their current term in office. A few have heeded that message: Earlier this year, Senators Dick Durbin of Illinois (80), Jeanne Shaheen of New Hampshire (78), Tina Smith of Minnesota (67), and Gary Peters of Michigan (66) all announced that they would not seek reelection next year. But in some of the nation's biggest Senate races, Democrats are relying on an old strategy of recruiting--and then clearing the field for--long-serving party leaders with whom voters are already familiar.

Helen Lewis: The Democrats must confront their gerontocracy

In North Carolina, top Democrats aggressively lobbied former Governor Roy Cooper (68) to run for the Senate seat being vacated by the retiring Republican senator, Thom Tillis. And in Maine, the party is waiting to see if Governor Janet Mills (77) will challenge five-term Senator Susan Collins, the GOP's most vulnerable incumbent, who is 72. If they run and win, Brown would be 80, Cooper would be 75, and Mills would be 85 at the end of their first Senate terms.

Democratic strategists and advocates I spoke with acknowledged the tension between the party's broadly shared desire to elevate a new generation of leaders and its embrace of older candidates in these key Senate races. But they said the decision was easy in the states they most need to win next year. "The frustration of voters, donors, and younger elected officials is real," Martha McKenna, a former political director of the Senate Democrats' campaign arm, told me. But Cooper and Brown (and potentially Mills) "are brave patriots who have already shown they know how to run and win, which is thrilling to the Democratic grassroots base." Any Democrats unhappy with their candidacies, McKenna added, "are defeatist bed wetters who would rather complain from the sidelines than get into the fight."

Winning the Senate is a long shot for Democrats in 2026. They would need to flip at least four Republican-held seats without losing any of their own, and the only blue state where a Senate race is up for grabs is Maine. But even a gain of two or three seats could put Democrats in position to take the majority in 2028, and they hope that a voter backlash to President Donald Trump's second term, combined with the recruitment of strong candidates, could put states such as North Carolina, Ohio, Texas, Iowa, and Alaska in play next year. Republicans have also tried to woo popular governors to mount Senate campaigns, with less success: Governors Chris Sununu of New Hampshire (50) and Brian Kemp of Georgia (61) each passed on the opportunity.

Brown lost to Bernie Moreno by three and a half points in a state that Trump carried by 11 points. He will likely start as an underdog against Senator Jon Husted, who was appointed by Governor Mike DeWine to fill the seat that J. D. Vance vacated when he became vice president. But even if Brown falls short, Democrats argue, his strength as a candidate could force Republicans to spend millions of dollars they would otherwise have directed elsewhere. No other Democrat in Ohio can make the same case.

Read: Retirement is the new resistance

The push for Democrats to get younger has been driven not only by the party's panic over former President Joe Biden's age and performance last summer, but by the more recent deaths of three House Democrats during the first five months of 2025. The activist David Hogg sparked an internal feud by declaring, soon after becoming the vice chair of the Democratic National Committee, that he would back primary challengers to some party incumbents in safe House seats.

Younger Democrats did win key Senate seats last year in Arizona, New Jersey, and Michigan. And the party's leading Senate contenders for 2026 in Texas, Michigan, New Hampshire, and Minnesota are in their 40s and early 50s. "We are in the fight of our lives, and that requires a truly multigenerational front," Santiago Mayer, the founder of the youth-oriented progressive group Voters of Tomorrow, told me. "Of course we need young people running. We need young leaders who are vocal and visible around the country." But Mayer said he had no problem with older Democrats such as Brown, Cooper, and (possibly) Mills leading the way in crucial races. "We need to be supporting the candidates who are proven winners," he told me.

Nowhere are Democrats more desperate to win than Maine, where Collins's resilience has both frustrated the party and scared off some of its rising stars. In 2020, Collins defeated a well-funded Democratic opponent by nearly nine points even as Biden carried the state by the same margin. Her approval ratings are even lower than they were at this time six years ago, and Democrats consider the state a must-win in the battle for the Senate. Yet hardly any Democrats have stepped up to take her on. (Jordan Wood, a onetime aide to former Representative Katie Porter of California, is the best-known declared candidate so far.) Representative Jared Golden, who holds a rural House district that Trump carried three times, decided to seek reelection rather than higher office. And several up-and-coming Democrats have opted to run for governor instead of challenging Collins.

To a large extent, everyone is waiting on Mills, who trounced her predecessor, Paul LePage, in his 2022 comeback bid and then drew national attention by telling Trump, "See you in court" during a confrontation at the White House earlier this year. The governor, however, is in no rush to make a decision and has evinced little excitement about becoming a freshman senator in her late 70s. "I mean, look, I wasn't born with a burning desire to be in Washington, D.C.--any month of the year," Mills told a local radio station last month even as she acknowledged that she was seriously considering a Senate campaign. One national Democratic strategist told me that the odds of Mills entering the race are about 50-50; another put the chances lower. The strategists showed little concern about Mills's age, noting that she doesn't appear any older than Collins (even though she is by five years). The issue may not resonate as much in Maine anyway, which has the oldest population of any state in the country.

Democrats have had mixed success relying on former governors to harness their cross-party popularity as state leaders in competitive Senate races. In 2020, then-Colorado Governor John Hickenlooper defeated GOP Senator Cory Gardner to help Democrats recapture the majority. And the four Democratic senators from Virginia and New Hampshire all previously served as their state's governors. But in 2016, former Ohio Governor Ted Strickland lost by more than 20 points in his bid to oust a Republican senator. Two years later in Tennessee, former Governor Phil Bredesen met a similar fate.

Litman argues that part of the Democrats' problem is a fear of competitive primaries, which both parties try to avoid in Senate races because of their expense and the risk that the winner will emerge damaged for the general election. Some believe the lack of a presidential primary in 2024 hurt Kamala Harris's chances against Trump. "That is how you keep Democratic voters engaged," Litman said. "If we've learned anything from 2024, it's that primaries are good." She's optimistic that as younger Democrats run and win at the local level, the party's bench in red and purple states will get deeper, and the elections where its hopes hinge on aging former stars will become more rare. "It's not like in one election cycle, everyone over the age of 70 is going to be thrown out," she said. "This is the first big generational-change election for the Democratic Party. It's not going to be the last."
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Well, What Did You Think Would Happen?

Trump rolled out the red carpet for Putin but failed to make a deal.

by Jonathan Lemire




So what was that all for?

President Donald Trump emerged today from his summit with Russia's Vladimir Putin without a deal and without much to say. Trump rarely misses a chance to take advantage of a global stage. But when he stood next to Putin at the conclusion of their three-hour meeting, Trump offered few details about what the men had discussed. Stunningly, for a president who loves a press conference, he took no questions from the reporters assembled at a military base in Alaska.

In his brief remarks, Trump conceded that he and Putin had not reached a deal to end the war in Ukraine or even pause the fighting. "There's no deal until there's a deal," the president said. He characterized their three-hour meeting--vaguely--as "very productive." Of the outstanding issues between the two sides, he admitted that "one is probably significant," but he didn't say what that was. "We didn't get there but we have a very good chance of getting there," Trump insisted. The Russian president, for his part, made mention of "agreements" that had been struck behind closed doors. Yet Putin also provided no elaboration, leaving the distinct impression that it was a summit about nothing.

If anything, Putin seemed to make clear that his demands regarding Ukraine haven't changed. In his usual coded way, he said an agreement could be reached only once the "primary roots" of the conflict were "eliminated"--which means, basically, that Ukraine should be part of Russia. "We expect that Kyiv and European capitals will perceive that constructively and that they won't throw a wrench in the works," Putin said, in what sounded like a warning. "They will not make any backroom dealings to conduct provocations to torpedo the nascent progress."

Read: Trump invites Putin to set foot in America

As Putin and Trump boarded their respective airplanes for their flights home, Ukraine and Europe were left guessing as to what the coming days will bring. Will more missiles fly toward Kyiv? Will a second meeting involving Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky occur? Trump was equally as vague in a Fox News interview taped after the summit, though he did suggest that the next steps in the process would be up to Zelensky. What was clear today was that Trump, who had once promised to bring the war to a close within 24 hours, left the summit empty-handed.

"Summits usually have deliverables. This meeting had none," Michael McFaul, an ambassador to Russia under President Barack Obama, told me. "I hope that they made some progress towards next steps in the peace process. But there is no evidence of that yet."

At their last summit, in Helsinki in 2018, Trump and Putin captivated the world when they took questions, revealing details of their private discussions as the American president sided with Moscow, rather than his own U.S. intelligence agencies, over Russia's 2016 election interference. This time, they quickly ducked offstage as reporters shouted in vain. When the two men did speak, they mostly delivered pleasantries. Putin even repeated Trump's talking point that Russia's invasion of Ukraine in 2022 would never have happened had Trump been in office then. And Trump, once more, said that the two men "had to put up with the Russia, Russia, Russia hoax."

That the summit happened at all was perceived by many as a victory for Putin, who, after years as an international pariah, was granted a photo with a U.S. president on American soil--on land that once belonged to Russia, no less. And he was greeted in an over-the-top, stage-managed welcome that involved a literal red carpet for a man accused of war crimes. Putin disembarked his plane this morning moments after Trump stepped off Air Force One, and the two men strode toward each other past parked F-22 fighter jets before meeting with a warm handshake and smiles. After posing for photographs, and quickly peering up at a military flyover that roared above them, the two men stepped into the presidential limousine, the heavily fortified vehicle known as "the Beast."

Read: How Putin humiliated Trump

The White House had announced earlier in the day that the two men would not have a previously planned one-on-one meeting, but would instead have a pair of sit-downs flanked by advisers. But here, in the back seat of the Beast, Putin had his time alone with Trump. As the limousine drove off the tarmac to the summit site, Putin could be seen in a rear window laughing.

Putin and Trump were scheduled to have a formal meeting at Joint Base Elmendorf-Richardson, followed by lunch. But after the first meeting ran long, extending to more than three hours, reporters were abruptly rushed to the room where the press conference would be staged. The second meeting had been canceled. Had there been a breakthrough or a blowup? Putin sported the better body language: He almost glowed as he spoke to the press, offering a history lesson about Alaska, while praising the "neighborly" relations between the men. And, oddly, he got to speak first, even though Trump was the summit's host. Trump, in contrast, seemed subdued, only perking up when Putin ended their media appearance by suggesting that their next summit be in Moscow.

"I think Trump did not lose, but Putin clearly won. Putin got everything he could have wished for, but he's not home free yet," John Bolton, who was a national security adviser in Trump's first term, told me. "Zelensky and the Europeans must be dismayed. And I thought Trump looked very tired at the press event. Putin looked energetic."

Putin seemed eager to broaden the conversation beyond Ukraine. He brought Russian business leaders to Alaska, hoping to play to Trump's hopes of better economic relations between the two countries, and perhaps strike a rare-earth-minerals deal. He also suggested earlier this week that he would revisit a nuclear-arms agreement, perhaps allowing Trump to leave the summit with some sort of win that did not involve Ukraine. But nothing was announced on those fronts either.

The fear in Kyiv and across Europe was that Trump is so desperate for the fighting to stop, he might have agreed to Putin's terms regardless of what Ukraine wants. That did not happen, which was cheered across the continent, and Trump said that he would soon consult with Zelensky and NATO. But Putin has shown no sign of compromising his positions. He wants Russia to keep the territory it conquered, and Ukraine to forgo the security guarantees that could prevent Moscow from attacking again. Those terms are nonstarters for Ukraine.

The Europeans and Ukrainians had good reason to be nervous about today's summit. Trump has spent most of his decade on the global stage being extraordinarily deferential to Putin, which continued when he returned to the White House this year. He initially sided with Russia--even blaming Ukraine for causing its own invasion--before slowly souring on Putin's refusal to end the war.

Read: Things aren't going Donald Trump's way

This summit came together in about a week's time; final details were still being arranged even as some of Putin's delegation arrived in Alaska yesterday. Trump's personal envoy, Steve Witkoff, made several visits to Moscow in recent months. He had been in the Middle East when he received word through a back channel that Putin might finally be willing to come to the table given Trump's more hostile rhetoric toward Putin and threat of sanctions. After a series of meetings with key Trump senior aides and multiple flights across the Atlantic, Witkoff met again with Putin and accepted the offer of a summit. (He also accepted a twisted gift: Putin presented Witkoff with an Order of Lenin award to pass along to a senior CIA official whose son had been killed in Ukraine fighting alongside Russia.)

Summits, particularly those as high-stakes as ones between American and Russian presidents, usually take weeks if not months to plan. Everything is carefully choreographed: the agenda, the participants, the ceremony. Normally, the outcome is more or less predetermined. In the days before the actual summit, aides hash out some sort of agreement so the two leaders simply need to show up and shake hands to make the deal official. That was clearly not the case today--or in other Trump-Putin meetings.

Trump had met with Putin seven previous times, all but one coming on the sidelines of larger summits and all friendly. The first was at the G20 in Hamburg, Germany, in 2017, when the two men sat next to each other for an hours-long leaders' dinner. Their last meeting, at the G20 in Osaka, Japan, in the fall of 2019, ended with Trump mockingly warning Putin to never interfere again in American elections, with a sarcastic smile and an exaggerated finger wag.

But Helsinki is the headliner. It came against the backdrop of Special Counsel Robert Mueller's investigation into possible ties between the Trump campaign and Moscow. I was one of the two American journalists called upon to ask a question, and I posed to Trump whether he believed Putin or his own U.S. intelligence agencies about Russia's interference in the 2016 election. Putin glared at me. Trump sided with Moscow. The eruption on both sides of the Atlantic was fierce and immediate, and even some loyal Republicans said they thought Trump's answer was a betrayal of American values. Some of Trump's top aides--including Secretary of State Mike Pompeo and Chief of Staff John Kelly--were photographed with pained expressions on their faces. Fiona Hill, Trump's Russia adviser, told me later that she nearly faked a heart attack in a desperate attempt to get the summit to stop.

Anchorage wasn't Helsinki. For that, Europe can be grateful. Trump didn't give away Ukrainian land to Russia or demand that Zelensky take a bad deal, at least immediately. But Putin did get much of what he wanted, including a high-profile summit and, most of all, more time to continue his war. When he boarded his plane to leave Alaska, he was spotted smiling again.
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Trump's Dreams for D.C. Could Soon Hit Reality

The president will likely find that broad emergency powers do not give him free rein.

by Toluse Olorunnipa




Washington, D.C., more than any other city in the country, presents President Donald Trump with the opportunity to meddle in the minutiae of municipal governance. Even in the capital, though, his powers are far from limitless. And the chasm between Trump's sweeping plan to "clean up" D.C. and his actual authority over the city sets up a stark choice for the president: He can either settle for a significantly diminished version of the kind of change he desires or attempt to push the bounds of the law.

On Monday, Trump announced that he would federalize the city's police department, deploy the National Guard, and dispatch hundreds of federal officers to patrol the nation's capital, pledging to address its "crime, bloodshed, bedlam, and squalor." Trump set a high bar for himself during a press conference in which he promised to, among other things, get rid of D.C.'s "homeless encampments" and "slums," revoke the city's cash-bail system, end its so-called sanctuary-city policies, increase penalties for youth offenders, and even fill potholes with fresh asphalt. "Our capital city has been overtaken by violent gangs and bloodthirsty criminals, roving mobs of wild youth, drugged-out maniacs, and homeless people," he said yesterday at the White House. "And we're not going to let it happen anymore. We're not going to take it." But Trump is likely to find that even this seizure of broad emergency powers does not give him free rein to remake the city to his liking.

The 1973 Home Rule Act, which allows a president to take over Washington's police force during an emergency, also sets a limit on how long this kind of federalization can last. Under that law, Trump has a maximum of 30 days to maintain control over the Metropolitan Police Department--hardly enough time to conduct a major revamping of policing tactics and enforcement priorities. (The 1973 law actually limits the White House's authority to 48 hours, allowing an extension to 30 days only after the president has notified Congress why such an accommodation is necessary.) Extending the federalization, which began yesterday, past a month would require an act of Congress. Democrats, whose votes Trump would likely need to pass such a law, have already blasted his actions as those of a would-be authoritarian.

Charles Fain Lehman: Trump is right that D.C. has a serious crime problem

Washington's attorney general, Brian Schwalb, has denounced Trump's moves as "unprecedented, unnecessary and unlawful," challenging the president's claim that D.C.'s crime levels constitute an emergency. "There is no crime emergency in the District of Columbia," Schwalb wrote yesterday on X. "We are considering all of our options and will do what is necessary to protect the rights and safety of District residents." Like many other cities, D.C. experienced a spike in crime during and immediately after the COVID-19 lockdowns but has since seen numbers drop. Homicides are down 12 percent so far this year compared with the same period last year, following a 31 percent decline in 2024, according to MPD. Violent crime is down 26 percent as of Monday, MPD reports, after a 35 percent drop last year. As a result, crime levels in Washington are at a 30-year low.

Still, Trump has looked past the broader statistics to zero in on specific acts of violence--including a bloody assault on a federal staffer earlier this month that the president said led him to get more involved in local crime fighting.

While the D.C. city council echoed Schwalb's criticism, calling Trump's actions "a show of force without impact" in a statement, Mayor Muriel Bowser was less combative during a press conference yesterday afternoon. She said Trump's moves were "unsettling and unprecedented" but "not surprising," given Trump's rhetoric in recent weeks. She said she would work with Trump's allies to review the city's crime laws and encourage the police force to collaborate with its federal partners to help end "the so-called emergency."

Trump would need buy-in from Washington's police officers themselves to enforce the more aggressive form of policing he has requested. (Trump said yesterday that law enforcement should "knock the hell out of" suspected criminals, lock up more juveniles, and otherwise "do whatever the hell they want.") He received a nod from MPD's union, which has clashed with the city council over laws that aimed to reduce police misconduct and hold officers accountable for using excessive force. The union said yesterday that it welcomed the federalization and looked forward to working with the White House to tackle local crime.

At the same time, the union asserted that any federal takeover should be temporary, and fissures have already emerged over staffing levels. The department said its force of about 3,200 officers, which has shrunk by about 600 over the past five years, is overstretched and needs more employees. Trump, who wants the department to make more arrests, disagrees, saying yesterday that the officers need only to have the right policies in place. "I was told today, 'Sir, they want more police.' I heard a number--3,500 police," Trump said. "They said, 'We have 3,500. We need more.' You don't need more. That's so many. That's like an army."

As the commander in chief of D.C.'s National Guard, Trump faces fewer limitations in deploying the actual Army onto Washington's streets. Unlike state National Guard members, who report to a governor, the D.C. National Guard is under the purview of the White House. Even so, D.C.'s National Guard is relatively small. The Army said in a statement yesterday that it was mobilizing 800 soldiers, though only about 100 to 200 would be assisting local law enforcement at any given time.

In practice, that means the troops will likely serve primarily as backup to D.C. police or other law-enforcement officials who might be arresting suspects or conducting direct law-enforcement activities, as California National Guard troops largely did after Trump sent 4,000 of them into Los Angeles earlier this summer. Trump's eagerness to deploy the Guard members to a mostly quiet city sparked accusations of hypocrisy from Democrats, who questioned his delays in dispatching the Guard during the deadly January 6, 2021, insurrection at the U.S. Capitol. Other federal agents from branches including the FBI, U.S. Park Police, and the Drug Enforcement Agency have begun emerging on city streets but are supposed to limit their activities to enforcing federal laws.

Yesterday, Trump pledged to overhaul several local D.C. policies--cash bail, immigration enforcement, road construction. The Home Rule Act does not give him authority to do any of those things; instead, it offers broad powers to the locally elected D.C. city council and mayor to govern the city of 700,000.

Once Trump realizes that he does not have the ability to enact his vision quickly, the president is likely to move on to other matters, Joseph Margulies, an attorney and government professor at Cornell University, predicted. "It's equivalent to the bloviating about buying Greenland or seizing the Panama Canal or making Canada the 51st state, where he's going to lose interest in an hour and a half," Margulies told me. "And then, the National Guard will drift away, and the FBI will be reassigned to where they need to be, and the D.C. police will go back to doing what they do. It's just a pointless symbolic exercise."

Read: Trump's farcical D.C. crackdown

Others see darker possibilities. Trump's ultimate goal might be to normalize the idea of federal forces storming into Democratic cities, Ruth Ben-Ghiat, an expert on authoritarianism, told me. "It is no surprise that with the flimsiest of excuses--a supposed crime surge that is contradicted flatly by the actual statistics--they are moving to militarize the capital," she said. "Each laboratory of repression--first L.A., now this--is supposed to habituate people to accept this executive overreach and with the aesthetics of cities being subjugated by troops."

But unlike mass protests over racial justice or pro-immigrant activism in Los Angeles--incidents that tend to grab the national spotlight at least for a time--the issues of homelessness, youth crime, and municipal disorder are long-standing challenges that defy easy fixes. Trump has shown more interest in the flashier parts of managing the city's profile, appointing himself the chair of the Kennedy Center, creating the "D.C. Safe and Beautiful Task Force" to tackle crime and urban grime, and overseeing a military parade near the White House. During his press conference yesterday, he took time to tout the recent "upgrades" he has implemented at the White House itself, including renovated marble floors, an abundance of new gold trim, and plans for a massive ballroom.

Citing his "natural instinct" for "fixing things up," Trump suggested that he would do the same for the nation's capital, betraying no awareness that his power is far more limited outside the gates of the White House complex. "Not only are we stopping the crime; we're going to clean up the trash and the graffiti and the grime and the dirt and the broken marble panels and all of the things they've done to hurt this city," he said. "And we're going to restore the city back to the gleaming capital that everybody wants it to be. It's going to be something very special."

Missy Ryan contributed to this report. 
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Kari Lake's Attempt to Deport Her Own Employees

"Their time here is up," she said of J-1 visa holders who worked for Voice of America.

by Toluse Olorunnipa




After rushing to shut down the government-funded media outlets she was tapped to lead, Kari Lake has launched on a mission so strange that it is perhaps unprecedented: She is trying to force her own employees out of the country.

Lake has been making the rounds on right-wing media in recent weeks to pitch herself as a devoted enforcer of President Donald Trump's broader agenda. Her latest targets are J-1 visa holders who worked for Voice of America. Obscure to most Americans, they have attracted Lake's attention in part because they embody a trifecta of triggers for Trump's ire--they are federal employees, they are immigrants, and they are journalists.

And in Lake's telling--which distorts the facts in pursuit of a more provocative narrative--they are national-security threats worthy of the same kind of rough handling that Trump has encouraged for suspected Venezuelan gang members.

"Their time here is up. And I said before, if I have to go to the airport with them, and accompany them to the airport and get them on the flight, I will do that," Lake, a former journalist herself, told Eric Bolling of the right-wing TV channel Real America's Voice last month. Bolling responded by suggesting that the journalists could be sent to "Alligator Alcatraz," Florida's new massive migrant-detention center in the Everglades. Lake began to laugh before saying, "If you overstay your visa, ICE is going to find you. And they will find you in this case as well."

Eric Schlosser: 'We voted for retribution'

The Trump administration's anti-immigrant fervor has come to Voice of America, which for years has recruited journalists from all over the world to broadcast the American point of view globally. Some of those reporters face likely persecution or imprisonment if they are deported to their home nations after having worked for the United States government.

Since landing at the U.S. Agency for Global Media--the federal parent of Voice of America--in February, Lake has moved with speed to decimate VOA and independent broadcasters that receive government funding, including Radio Free Asia, Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty, and the Middle East Broadcasting Networks. Shortly after Trump's March 14 executive order to close down her agency, she placed almost all of VOA's staff on administrative leave, fired hundreds of contractors, and ended programming throughout much of the world.

For the first time since VOA was founded, in 1942, to counter Nazi propaganda during World War II, the network went dark in March. In some parts of the world, viewers wondered if the blank screens meant a coup had taken place in the U.S., Steve Herman, who recently retired from VOA after a 20-year career, told me.

In her public comments, Lake has described Voice of America--once hailed bipartisanly as a prime example of U.S. soft power--as "rotten to the core" and "a serious threat to our national security." Its destruction has been so swift and debilitating that few of the former VOA journalists and executives I spoke with think it can ever recover the level of international influence it once had. Today, only a few dozen people work at the agency, down from more than 1,300 before Trump retook office. VOA has downsized from broadcasting in almost 50 languages to just a handful. During the escalating conflict between Israel and Iran in June, which culminated in U.S. strikes against Iranian nuclear facilities, VOA had to ask dozens of staffers to return to work and restart the Persian news division's broadcasts.

The sudden downfall of VOA will have long-term and unknown impact on America's foreign policy, yet it has had more immediate consequences for dozens of J-1 visa holders who had worked as translators and broadcasters in languages including Mandarin, Indonesian, and Bangla. As a condition of their visas, they had to remain employed by the U.S. Agency for Global Media, or depart the U.S. within 30 days.

Some have already left. Others are making asylum claims. A few quickly got married or began considering enrolling in school to avoid being sent back to countries where they may not be welcome.

Their plight showcases how Trump's mass-deportation agenda has morphed beyond its original contours. Although the president campaigned on a pledge to deport "the worst of the worst"--the gang members and criminals Trump has claimed foreign governments purposefully sent to infiltrate America's southern border--Lake is targeting multilingual professionals who had been actively recruited by the U.S. to help counter propaganda from hostile nations.

"In many ways, they're exactly the people you want," Chase Untermeyer, who served as VOA's director under President George H. W. Bush, told me. By sending them out of the country, the U.S. is giving space to governments in China, North Korea, and Iran to fill the void on the global information battlefield, he said. "It's extraordinarily short-sighted and seen in the context of so much else of what the administration has been doing to eliminate foreign aid and reduce the State Department."

For years, VOA relied on the J-1 visa program, a cultural-exchange initiative that brings 300,000 foreigners--including au pairs and visiting medical doctors--to the U.S. annually. After spending up to three years reporting in the United States, many VOA journalists on J-1 visas have been able to pursue a green card and eventually become citizens.

That was the path Sabir Mustafa thought he was on after working for more than a year as the managing editor for VOA Bangla, the U.S. public broadcaster for Bangladesh. But on March 6, as he was working at the Washington, D.C., headquarters, he was given a letter that said the agency had determined that his role was "not a national security or mission critical position." He was being terminated immediately, the letter said. He was asked to hand over his badge and was escorted out of the building by security. A few months short of completing his two-year probationary period, he had little recourse to try to keep his job, he told me.

Tom Nichols: They're cheering for Trump in Moscow--again

Because he was on a J-1 visa, his termination started a 30-day countdown in which he would need to settle his affairs in the U.S. and leave the country. If he overstayed his visa, he faced the prospect of being accosted by masked officers from Immigration and Customs Enforcement, who around the same time had begun snatching foreign students off the street and flying migrants suspected of gang affiliation to an El Salvador megaprison.

"You either leave within those 30 days, or you are in violation of the law," Mustafa told me. "And nobody wants to be in violation of the law."

He knew that he had to leave, and unlike some of his colleagues, he's a citizen of a stable, safe country that happens to be a U.S. ally: the United Kingdom. He quickly began selling his furniture, paid to break his lease, and boarded a U.S.-funded flight back to London exactly 30 days after receiving his termination letter. Mustafa said his decision to leave was an easy one, but that was not the case for others. WhatsApp and Signal groups sprang up in which hundreds of VOA journalists offered resources and support to their J-1 colleagues, and the group hired an immigration lawyer to help.

Those with pending asylum applications have tried to keep a low profile. A representative for them declined to be interviewed for this article, hoping to avoid the political spotlight that Lake has been actively pursuing. But press-freedom organizations and former VOA directors are speaking up on behalf of these journalists, noting that several foreign reporters have been imprisoned abroad after working for U.S.-funded outlets.

"Protecting these journalists from the risk of deportation is a moral obligation and demonstrates a commitment to democratic values and a free press," the Committee to Protect Journalists told me in a statement.

Last month, Lake shut down the J-1 visa program at VOA, attempting to cast it as a loophole through which foreign spies and other bad actors from "hostile" nations have been allowed to enter the country. Critics have long suggested that the J-1 exchange program is inappropriate for professional journalists, who instead should be using the I-1 visa program, which is specifically for foreign media. Lake has offered little evidence to back up her espionage accusations, though opponents of the agency seized on news last year that an alleged Russian spy posing as a freelance journalist had reported for VOA. The man was based in Poland and was not on a J-1 visa.

Some supporters of VOA have agreed that changes and reforms were overdue at the broadcaster--including more effective vetting of employees--but few expected that it would so quickly be declared irredeemable.

Even Lake, who lost elections for Arizona governor and the U.S. Senate in 2022 and 2024, respectively, did not initially give any indication that she would try to shut down the agency she had been tapped to oversee.

"We are fighting an information war, and there's no better weapon than the truth, and I believe VOA could be that weapon," she said in a February 21 speech at the Conservative Political Action Conference. "Some people have suggested shutting it down. And with all the corruption, I totally get it, I do--all the corruption we're seeing. But I believe it's worth trying to save."

Lake and the U.S. Agency for Global Media did not respond to my requests for comment.

VOA's ultimate fate is in the hands of judges who are weighing multiple lawsuits challenging Lake's authority to close the congressionally funded broadcaster. VOA's director, Michael Abramowitz, filed legal documents last week claiming Lake had illegally tried to oust him from his role. As those cases play out in court, hundreds of VOA journalists remain on paid administrative leave. Meanwhile, Lake has been appearing on other networks to portray J-1 visa holders as "spies" who are inherently dangerous because some of them come from nations that are U.S. adversaries.

"That sort of rhetoric--it's utter nonsense," Herman, a former White House bureau chief at VOA, told me. "To perceive these people as a national-security threat is just ridiculous. In fact, it can be argued that those responsible for dismantling the Voice of America have harmed America's national security by taking away one of our most powerful instruments of public diplomacy and soft power."

In a previous era, someone like Rio Tuasikal might be seen as evidence of the success of that kind of diplomacy.

Born in Indonesia, Tuasikal grew up watching a weekly VOA lifestyle show called Dunia Kita, an Indonesian analogue of CBS Sunday Morning that highlights American culture. The show and other VOA programming helped him see a more textured version of America than what was presented in Hollywood action films, he told me.

He said the Indonesian-born VOA journalist Patsy Widakuswara was his "role model," and that watching her on television inspired him to come to the States on a J-1 visa and work as a journalist. (Widakuswara, who later became a U.S. citizen and the broadcaster's White House bureau chief, is a lead plaintiff in one of the lawsuits challenging Lake. The case remains pending.)

Chris Feliciano Arnold: Naturalized citizens are scared

Tuasikal had been working as a reporter for VOA's Indonesian service in February when he was handed a letter similar to the one Mustafa would later receive. It did not dawn on him until after he was escorted from the building that the termination meant he would have to leave the country in a matter of weeks. He had been in the early stages of applying for a green card.

He spoke with an immigration lawyer to see what options he might have for staying. None of the prospects seemed very promising, he told me.

"She asked me, 'Do you have a possible good case for asylum?' And I said, 'Well, I'm gay, and homosexuality is criminalized in Indonesia,'" he told me, referring to the country's ban on same-sex marriage.

But ultimately, with only a few days to make the decision, he opted to return to Jakarta, figuring that attempting to stay in a country that had told him he was no longer "mission critical" was not worth it.

Whereas VOA was once viewed as a diplomatic effort to cast the U.S. as a more appealing place in the eyes of foreigners, Lake's campaign against J-1 visa holders is part of a broader push that is having the opposite effect.

International tourism to the United States is down significantly this year, the number of foreign students planning to enroll at American universities this fall has dropped precipitously, and fear of arbitrary deportation has gripped longtime U.S. residents who lack legal documents.

The fact that journalists for VOA, who were invited to work for the U.S. government, have been caught up in Trump's deportation machine is likely to have a further chilling effect.

Mustafa, who told me he continues to be "shocked" by how quickly his fortunes changed after agreeing to work at VOA, said he advises anyone coming to the U.S. to think short-term and "have a backup plan."

"I made the mistake of planning long-term," he told me. "I bought the furniture. I shouldn't have bought the furniture."
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Donald Trump Doesn't Really Care About Crime

<span>His plans for Washington, D.C., are a warning to us all.</span>

by Jonathan Chait




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

Donald Trump is famously reluctant to commit troops abroad but salivates at the prospect of using them against Americans at home. That is the context in which one must understand his takeover of the Washington, D.C., police force; his deployment of the National Guard; and his threats to occupy other cities.

Trump claims that he is acting to quell a spike in violent crime. And although he might very well feel sincere concern about crime, this does not explain his actions any more than concern about fentanyl smuggling (which he no doubt also genuinely opposes) motivates his trade restrictions against Canada.

The most obvious reason for skepticism about Trump's desire to fight crime is that he is the most pro-criminal president in American history. He has treated laws as suggestions throughout his career, beginning with his defiance of Justice Department orders that he and his father stop discriminating against Black prospective tenants. Trump is a felon who has surrounded himself with criminals and promiscuously extended clemency to criminals who support him.

When Trump talks about "criminals," he doesn't mean people who violate the law, or even people who violate the narrower and more serious set of laws against violence. (One of the first acts of his second term was a blanket pardon of violent criminals convicted of assaulting police officers on January 6, 2021. He even appointed to the Justice Department one of the instigators of the violence.) Trump's idea of criminality excludes himself and his supporters; includes noncriminal states of being, such as homelessness; and focuses heavily on categories of street crime that he seems to associate with Black people.

Even by this skewed definition of crime, however, Trump's D.C. takeover makes little sense. His executive order announcing a state of emergency claims that crime is "rising" and "out of control," but in reality, it has been falling since its post-pandemic spike two years ago. His defenders might correctly respond that crime remains too high. But imagine if Trump were declaring an emergency on the slightly more honest basis that crime in Washington was not falling quickly enough for his tastes. What would be left of the concept of an emergency?

Serious policy experts, some of them conservative, have proposed solutions to bring down crime levels in Washington. The most straightforward remedy is to fill vacancies in the city's courts to speed up the processing of criminal cases. At Trump's press conference, the Fox News host turned (God help us) U.S. Attorney Jeanine Pirro denounced the District of Columbia's laws restricting sentencing for juvenile offenders. That's a reasonable complaint, but one that could be addressed by legislation, not by putting troops on the streets.

Gilad Edelman: Just don't call her unqualified

Trump's plan bears little resemblance to any of these remedies. His big idea is to flood the streets with troops. Yet the president himself does not appear committed to the belief that this will solve crime. In his press conference, Trump said that, by his reckoning, Washington already has more than enough police officers (3,500) to deter criminals. If that's true, why would adding more bodies--specifically, members of the military who lack training in law enforcement--improve the situation? Nothing about this proposal makes sense.

The fact that Trump has proposed something illogical does not automatically imply that he is concealing a hidden motive. Anonymous White House sources assured Politico that the president is acting out of revulsion at scenes of crime and disorder that he has spotted while driving around town, and that might be true.

But the obvious reality is that Trump has consistently and openly displayed a lust to use the power of the state against his political enemies. During his first term, he constantly described protesters as an unruly mob. He did this well before the George Floyd demonstrations, which did include pockets of vandalism and violence. He raged at the leaders of the military for failing to carry out his orders to have troops shoot protesters. More recently, before staging his June birthday parade, he warned, "If there's any protester that wants to come out, they will be met with very big force," making no distinction between violent and peaceful protests.

At the press conference, Trump appeared with Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth and Attorney General Pam Bondi, both of whom have followed the second-term Trump mandate to place personal loyalty to the president above all other considerations. Hegseth's worldview, judging by his written output, is predicated on erasing the difference between foreign enemies and domestic critics. The Justice Department has lately been leaking splashy investigations of various Trump critics who obviously did nothing illegal.

Activists on the post-liberal right, who yearn for Trump to use state power to crush their opponents, have barely disguised their glee. "Trump has the opportunity to do a Bukele-style crackdown on DC crime," Chris Rufo, a conservative activist who has influenced the administration, wrote on X. "Big test: Can he reduce crime faster than the Left advances a counternarrative about 'authoritarianism'? If yes, he wins. Speed matters."

Note that Rufo is putting authoritarianism in scare quotes while holding up as a model Nayib Bukele, the thuggish president of El Salvador whose Gulag-style prison employs torture, and who just recently smashed a constitutional term limit that represented one of the few remaining checks on his power. Bukele no doubt dislikes crime. But he has also used crime as a wedge to delegitimize all opposition. Rufo's invocation of him as an aspirational archetype is revealing.

This morning, Trump depicted the Washington deployment as essential to securing the nation's capital, which hosts important foreign and domestic visitors. (He did not even claim to care about the needs of the city's residents.) He proceeded to mention, almost casually, that he would like to follow the occupation of Washington with similar action in a host of other cities. It should be abundantly clear that his stated motives do not align with his actual ones. His plans for Washington, D.C., are a warning to us all.
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Western Nations Are Taking a Key Step Toward a Two-State Solution

International recognition of a Palestinian state isn't just symbolic.

by Hussein Ibish




France, Britain, Canada, Australia, and Malta all say they are preparing to recognize a state of Palestine at the upcoming United Nations General Assembly in September. They would join another 147 UN countries that already do so. In some senses, the move is symbolic: It will not change the realities on the ground in the Middle East, at least not in the short term. But it is a major step nonetheless.

No Israeli-Palestinian "peace process" is currently under way, the countries pledging recognition noted in their statements. This is because Israel refuses to speak with the diplomatic representative of the Palestinian people, the Palestine Liberation Organization. In effect, Israel has held the PLO and its subsidiaries--the Palestinian Authority in the West Bank and the Fatah political party--responsible for the actions of all Palestinians, including the PLO's extremist archrival, Hamas. (The United States, for its part, has never had a bilateral relationship with the Palestinians.)

The struggle for Palestinian statehood has been long and arduous. The PLO and PA, to be sure, have sometimes gotten in their own way. In the West Bank, the PA has overseen a corrupt system that leaves little space for civil society. And the PLO has squandered several potential opportunities to pursue statehood, especially an overture in 2008 by then-Israeli Prime Minister Ehud Olmert. But both groups have maintained a commitment to negotiation over violence, and have honored the 1993 recognition of Israel by Yasser Arafat, the PLO's former leader. The Western nations' formal acknowledgment of a Palestinian state under the leadership of the PLO will boost the idea that this kind of diplomacy, rather than the armed struggle of Hamas, is the path that can actually result in Palestinian independence and citizenship for the stateless millions in the occupied territories.

From the December 2024 issue: My hope for Palestine

International recognition will do as much to rebuke Hamas's maximalist demands as it will those of the Israeli right, dealing a blow to expansionist aspirations in the West Bank, the only territory that has any realistic chance of becoming a Palestinian state.



The Israeli-Palestinian conflict has long been characterized by a basic asymmetry: The international recognition of Jewish national rights in Palestine has never been matched by a demand for Palestinian national rights. This was the case as far back as the British government's 1917 Balfour Declaration and the British mandate for Palestine, which took effect several years later.

Palestinians may have had an opportunity in 1947 to create their state through a UN partition resolution. In retrospect, they should have accepted the proposal, but their rejection at the time is understandable. Jews made up about 33 percent of the population and owned a mere 6 percent of privately held land in Mandatory Palestine; the UN partition resolution would have allotted the proposed Jewish state more than 56 percent of the territory. Two decades later--after multiple wars--Israel declared itself a state that would come to control the entire territory, including East Jerusalem, the West Bank, and the Gaza Strip, all of which have populations that are majority Palestinian Arab. Roughly 800,000 Palestinians were expelled or fled in 1947 and 1948, followed by another 300,000 in 1967. Almost none have been allowed to return.

In 1968, Palestinians resurrected an independence movement that wrested decision making away from Egypt and other Arab countries that had been humiliated in the Six-Day War. Their crushing defeat gave Palestinians a measure of self-determination through the establishment of a renewed autonomous PLO. In the '80s, the PLO evolved into the vehicle of a drastically reduced Palestinian aspiration: the establishment of an independent Palestinian state in East Jerusalem, the West Bank, and the Gaza Strip, all territories Israel had occupied since 1967.   The First Intifada, or "uprising," against Israeli rule in the occupied territories, which began in 1987, gave the PLO an opportunity to greatly expand its presence there, but it also seeded a new group of rivals, the Muslim fundamentalists of Hamas.

A breakthrough seemed possible in the aftermath of the Cold War. In 1993, PLO Chairman Yasser Arafat wrote to Israeli Prime Minister Yitzhak Rabin affirming that, on behalf of the Palestinian people, the PLO recognized Israel and its right to exist free from attacks and threats. Rabin responded with a letter to Arafat recognizing the PLO as a legitimate interlocutor and undertaking to negotiate with it. But he didn't recognize a state of Palestine, and the 1993 Oslo Accords with Israel did not specify the goal of Palestinian statehood or acknowledge the Palestinians' right to a state. In the summer of 2000, U.S. President Bill Clinton convened a summit at Camp David. Accounts vary on what Israel, then led by Prime Minister Ehud Barak, offered. But the Palestinians who attended came away convinced that they were being asked to accept an archipelago of quasi-independent Bantustans within a greater Israel. Because of an internal leadership crisis, among other failings, the Palestinians presented no detailed counteroffer. And Clinton entirely backed Israel.

The violent Second Intifada against Israeli rule in the occupied territories began on September 28, 2000. Nonetheless, negotiations resumed that fall. In late December, Clinton unveiled what is still the most reasonable framework yet proposed for an agreement that would end the conflict. But Israel suspended the negotiations pending elections early in 2001. The right-wing former General Ariel Sharon became prime minister, and the talks were not resumed.

In subsequent years, some hopeful signs for Palestinian statehood persisted. In 2002, President George W. Bush endorsed establishing a Palestinian state, and his administration voted for UN Security Council Resolution 1397, which, for the first time, explicitly called for two states "side by side within secure and recognized borders." Palestinian divisions intensified, however, after the 2005-06 elections resulted in the acrimonious pairing of a Fatah/PLO leader, Mahmoud Abbas, with a Hamas-dominated Parliament. In 2007, Hamas violently seized control of Gaza, precipitating a split with the West Bank that continues to this day.

Jeffrey Goldberg: Sinwar's march of folly

The Palestinians had one more potential chance at statehood through negotiations. In 2008, Olmert, the Israeli prime minister, offered an agreement that the PLO, led by Abbas, considered broadly reasonable. However, Abbas doubted that Olmert was speaking on behalf of Israel, or even his own government, given that most members of his cabinet reportedly opposed his proposal. Moreover, the Palestinian negotiators could not get anything in writing. The deal also included Palestinian concessions on issues such as refugees, and Abbas ran the political risk of being seen to accept concessions while ultimately being left with nothing if Israel didn't follow through. Neither Olmert nor Abbas was willing to take the issue directly to the Israeli public, and the negotiations fizzled.

Since that time, Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu has dominated the Israeli political scene and dedicated himself to preventing any movement toward Palestinian statehood. He exploited the rift between Fatah in the West Bank and Hamas in Gaza, seeking to keep both in power and at each other's throats, and thereby unable to advance their respective visions of independence. The Hamas attack of October 7, 2023, betrayed the folly of this policy. But it also hardened the position of the Israeli right that to live next to any Palestinian state would be an intolerable security risk. In the nearly two years that war has raged in Gaza, Netanyahu has become ever more explicit in his refusal of a two-state solution. Just last month, he ruled out the prospect of Palestinian statehood, saying that it would only serve as a platform for the elimination of Israel.



The Israelis claim that recognition would reward Hamas and terrorism. But the opposite is true. Pretty much the only thing Hamas and Fatah agree on is that they are all Palestinians. Other than that, the disagreements are almost total: The PLO is a secular national movement that still seeks a negotiated peace with Israel through diplomacy, and to establish a small Palestinian state in the occupied territories. Hamas is an Islamist party and militia that wants a theocratic Muslim government in not just the occupied territories but also what is now Israel. In Palestinian politics, the binary is so stark that virtually anything that strengthens one group weakens the other.

Recognizing a Palestinian state under the authority of the PLO harms Hamas and rewards the patient diplomacy and commitment to peace of its rivals in Fatah. Already, the PLO has benefited from an apparently minor change in its status at the UN in 2012, from "observer" to "non-member observer state." This gave it standing at the International Criminal Court and suggests what international recognition--something Israel cannot take away--can accomplish: the potential protection of key multilateral instruments and institutions, and thus the potential frustration of Israeli ambitions for further annexation.

While the world's eyes have been fixed on the horrors of war in Gaza, far-right Israeli officials, led by Finance Minister Bezalel Smotrich, have effectively taken charge of the West Bank, where they are stoking conflict by encouraging right-wing settlers to confront Palestinian villagers. When Donald Trump won the U.S. presidency last year, Smotrich celebrated, saying that the opportunity had come to annex the West Bank. The Israeli military has displaced 40,000 Palestinians in the territory, according to the United Nations, and extremist settlers have continued to harass and attack villagers.

International recognition of Palestinian statehood could seriously complicate Israel's designs on the West Bank. Britain has said that it will recognize Palestine if the Gaza war continues into September, but France and Canada appear focused on discouraging Israeli annexation in the West Bank. Each is sending a clear message to Israel: End the war in Gaza, and more important, do not expand formalized control of the West Bank, the only territory that could become a true state for Palestinians.

Pushing back against Israeli annexation efforts is crucial to reviving the possibility of a two-state solution. Canada, Australia, Britain, France, and Malta are not asking or expecting Israel to withdraw from the West Bank tomorrow. But they clearly understand the danger that further settlement there poses to the Palestinian independence movement. Netanyahu and his allies know this too. Smotrich has his eyes firmly on annexation, having recently announced new settlements surrounding Jerusalem that he says will "bury" any potential for a Palestinian state.

The world must act as if a two-state solution is not merely necessary, but possible. International recognition of a Palestinian state is a key start. Without such a state alongside Israel, these two beleaguered peoples, the whole region, and the entire world will be sentenced to further decades, and possibly centuries, of bloodshed and oppression. Shrugging, walking away, and accepting this outcome cannot be an option.
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Trump Has No Cards

Why would Putin need to make a deal with him?

by Anne Applebaum




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

President Donald Trump berated President Volodymyr Zelensky in the Oval Office. He allowed the Pentagon twice to halt prearranged military shipments to Ukraine. He promised that when the current tranche of armaments runs out, there will be no more. He has cut or threatened to cut the U.S. funds that previously supported independent Russian-language media and opposition. His administration is slowly, quietly easing sanctions on Russia, ending "basic sanctions and export control actions that had maintained and increased U.S. pressure," according to a Senate-minority report. "Every month he's spent in office without action has strengthened Putin's hand, weakened ours and undermined Ukraine's own efforts to bring an end to the war," Senators Jeanne Shaheen and Elizabeth Warren wrote in a joint statement.

Many of these changes have gone almost unremarked on in the United States. But they are widely known in Russia. The administration's attacks on Zelensky, Europeans, and Voice of America have been celebrated on Russian television. Of course Vladimir Putin knows about the slow lifting of sanctions. As a result, the Russian president has clearly made a calculation: Trump, to use the language he once hurled at Zelensky, has no cards.

Trump does say that he wants to end the war in Ukraine, and sometimes he also says that he is angry that Putin doesn't. But if the U.S. is not willing to use any economic, military, or political tools to help Ukraine, if Trump will not put any diplomatic pressure on Putin or any new sanctions on Russian resources, then the U.S. president's fond wish to be seen as a peacemaker can be safely ignored. No wonder all of Trump's negotiating deadlines for Russia have passed, to no effect, and no wonder the invitation to Anchorage produced no result.

Read: Well, what did you think would happen?

There is not much else to say about yesterday's Trump-Putin meeting in Alaska, other than to observe the intertwining elements of tragedy and farce. It was embarrassing for Americans to welcome a notorious wanted war criminal on their territory. It was humiliating to watch an American president act like a happy puppy upon encountering the dictator of a much poorer, much less important state, treating him as a superior. It's excruciating to imagine how badly Trump's diplomatic envoy, Steve Witkoff, an amateur out of his depth, misunderstood his last meeting with Putin in Moscow if he thought that the Alaska summit was going to be successful. It's ominous that Trump now says he doesn't want to push for a cease-fire but instead for peace negotiations, because the latter formula gives Putin time to keep killing Ukrainians. It's strange that Russian reports of the meeting focused on business cooperation. "Russian-American business and investment partnership has huge potential," Putin said today.

I appreciate that many Ukrainians, Europeans, and of course Americans are relieved that Trump didn't announce something worse. He didn't call for Ukrainian capitulation, or for Ukraine to cede territory. Unless there are secret protocols, perhaps some business deals, that we haven't yet learned about, Anchorage will probably not be remembered as one of history's crime scenes, a new Munich Conference, or a Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact. But that's a very low bar to reach.

The better way to understand Anchorage is not as the start of something new, but as the culmination of a longer process. As the U.S. dismantles its foreign-policy tools, as this administration fires the people who know how to use them, our ability to act with any agility will diminish. From the Treasury Department to the U.S. Agency for Global Media, from the State Department to the Office of the Director of National Intelligence, agency after agency is being undermined, deliberately or accidentally, by political appointees who are unqualified, craven, or hostile to their own mission.

Read: The U.S. is switching sides

The U.S. has no cards because we've been giving them away. If we ever want to play them again, we will have to win them back: Arm Ukraine, expand sanctions, stop the lethal drone swarms, break the Russian economy, and win the war. Then there will be peace.
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Well, What Did You Think Would Happen?

Trump rolled out the red carpet for Putin but failed to make a deal.

by Jonathan Lemire




So what was that all for?

President Donald Trump emerged today from his summit with Russia's Vladimir Putin without a deal and without much to say. Trump rarely misses a chance to take advantage of a global stage. But when he stood next to Putin at the conclusion of their three-hour meeting, Trump offered few details about what the men had discussed. Stunningly, for a president who loves a press conference, he took no questions from the reporters assembled at a military base in Alaska.

In his brief remarks, Trump conceded that he and Putin had not reached a deal to end the war in Ukraine or even pause the fighting. "There's no deal until there's a deal," the president said. He characterized their three-hour meeting--vaguely--as "very productive." Of the outstanding issues between the two sides, he admitted that "one is probably significant," but he didn't say what that was. "We didn't get there but we have a very good chance of getting there," Trump insisted. The Russian president, for his part, made mention of "agreements" that had been struck behind closed doors. Yet Putin also provided no elaboration, leaving the distinct impression that it was a summit about nothing.

If anything, Putin seemed to make clear that his demands regarding Ukraine haven't changed. In his usual coded way, he said an agreement could be reached only once the "primary roots" of the conflict were "eliminated"--which means, basically, that Ukraine should be part of Russia. "We expect that Kyiv and European capitals will perceive that constructively and that they won't throw a wrench in the works," Putin said, in what sounded like a warning. "They will not make any backroom dealings to conduct provocations to torpedo the nascent progress."

Read: Trump invites Putin to set foot in America

As Putin and Trump boarded their respective airplanes for their flights home, Ukraine and Europe were left guessing as to what the coming days will bring. Will more missiles fly toward Kyiv? Will a second meeting involving Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky occur? Trump was equally as vague in a Fox News interview taped after the summit, though he did suggest that the next steps in the process would be up to Zelensky. What was clear today was that Trump, who had once promised to bring the war to a close within 24 hours, left the summit empty-handed.

"Summits usually have deliverables. This meeting had none," Michael McFaul, an ambassador to Russia under President Barack Obama, told me. "I hope that they made some progress towards next steps in the peace process. But there is no evidence of that yet."

At their last summit, in Helsinki in 2018, Trump and Putin captivated the world when they took questions, revealing details of their private discussions as the American president sided with Moscow, rather than his own U.S. intelligence agencies, over Russia's 2016 election interference. This time, they quickly ducked offstage as reporters shouted in vain. When the two men did speak, they mostly delivered pleasantries. Putin even repeated Trump's talking point that Russia's invasion of Ukraine in 2022 would never have happened had Trump been in office then. And Trump, once more, said that the two men "had to put up with the Russia, Russia, Russia hoax."

That the summit happened at all was perceived by many as a victory for Putin, who, after years as an international pariah, was granted a photo with a U.S. president on American soil--on land that once belonged to Russia, no less. And he was greeted in an over-the-top, stage-managed welcome that involved a literal red carpet for a man accused of war crimes. Putin disembarked his plane this morning moments after Trump stepped off Air Force One, and the two men strode toward each other past parked F-22 fighter jets before meeting with a warm handshake and smiles. After posing for photographs, and quickly peering up at a military flyover that roared above them, the two men stepped into the presidential limousine, the heavily fortified vehicle known as "the Beast."

Read: How Putin humiliated Trump

The White House had announced earlier in the day that the two men would not have a previously planned one-on-one meeting, but would instead have a pair of sit-downs flanked by advisers. But here, in the back seat of the Beast, Putin had his time alone with Trump. As the limousine drove off the tarmac to the summit site, Putin could be seen in a rear window laughing.

Putin and Trump were scheduled to have a formal meeting at Joint Base Elmendorf-Richardson, followed by lunch. But after the first meeting ran long, extending to more than three hours, reporters were abruptly rushed to the room where the press conference would be staged. The second meeting had been canceled. Had there been a breakthrough or a blowup? Putin sported the better body language: He almost glowed as he spoke to the press, offering a history lesson about Alaska, while praising the "neighborly" relations between the men. And, oddly, he got to speak first, even though Trump was the summit's host. Trump, in contrast, seemed subdued, only perking up when Putin ended their media appearance by suggesting that their next summit be in Moscow.

"I think Trump did not lose, but Putin clearly won. Putin got everything he could have wished for, but he's not home free yet," John Bolton, who was a national security adviser in Trump's first term, told me. "Zelensky and the Europeans must be dismayed. And I thought Trump looked very tired at the press event. Putin looked energetic."

Putin seemed eager to broaden the conversation beyond Ukraine. He brought Russian business leaders to Alaska, hoping to play to Trump's hopes of better economic relations between the two countries, and perhaps strike a rare-earth-minerals deal. He also suggested earlier this week that he would revisit a nuclear-arms agreement, perhaps allowing Trump to leave the summit with some sort of win that did not involve Ukraine. But nothing was announced on those fronts either.

The fear in Kyiv and across Europe was that Trump is so desperate for the fighting to stop, he might have agreed to Putin's terms regardless of what Ukraine wants. That did not happen, which was cheered across the continent, and Trump said that he would soon consult with Zelensky and NATO. But Putin has shown no sign of compromising his positions. He wants Russia to keep the territory it conquered, and Ukraine to forgo the security guarantees that could prevent Moscow from attacking again. Those terms are nonstarters for Ukraine.

The Europeans and Ukrainians had good reason to be nervous about today's summit. Trump has spent most of his decade on the global stage being extraordinarily deferential to Putin, which continued when he returned to the White House this year. He initially sided with Russia--even blaming Ukraine for causing its own invasion--before slowly souring on Putin's refusal to end the war.

Read: Things aren't going Donald Trump's way

This summit came together in about a week's time; final details were still being arranged even as some of Putin's delegation arrived in Alaska yesterday. Trump's personal envoy, Steve Witkoff, made several visits to Moscow in recent months. He had been in the Middle East when he received word through a back channel that Putin might finally be willing to come to the table given Trump's more hostile rhetoric toward Putin and threat of sanctions. After a series of meetings with key Trump senior aides and multiple flights across the Atlantic, Witkoff met again with Putin and accepted the offer of a summit. (He also accepted a twisted gift: Putin presented Witkoff with an Order of Lenin award to pass along to a senior CIA official whose son had been killed in Ukraine fighting alongside Russia.)

Summits, particularly those as high-stakes as ones between American and Russian presidents, usually take weeks if not months to plan. Everything is carefully choreographed: the agenda, the participants, the ceremony. Normally, the outcome is more or less predetermined. In the days before the actual summit, aides hash out some sort of agreement so the two leaders simply need to show up and shake hands to make the deal official. That was clearly not the case today--or in other Trump-Putin meetings.

Trump had met with Putin seven previous times, all but one coming on the sidelines of larger summits and all friendly. The first was at the G20 in Hamburg, Germany, in 2017, when the two men sat next to each other for an hours-long leaders' dinner. Their last meeting, at the G20 in Osaka, Japan, in the fall of 2019, ended with Trump mockingly warning Putin to never interfere again in American elections, with a sarcastic smile and an exaggerated finger wag.

But Helsinki is the headliner. It came against the backdrop of Special Counsel Robert Mueller's investigation into possible ties between the Trump campaign and Moscow. I was one of the two American journalists called upon to ask a question, and I posed to Trump whether he believed Putin or his own U.S. intelligence agencies about Russia's interference in the 2016 election. Putin glared at me. Trump sided with Moscow. The eruption on both sides of the Atlantic was fierce and immediate, and even some loyal Republicans said they thought Trump's answer was a betrayal of American values. Some of Trump's top aides--including Secretary of State Mike Pompeo and Chief of Staff John Kelly--were photographed with pained expressions on their faces. Fiona Hill, Trump's Russia adviser, told me later that she nearly faked a heart attack in a desperate attempt to get the summit to stop.

Anchorage wasn't Helsinki. For that, Europe can be grateful. Trump didn't give away Ukrainian land to Russia or demand that Zelensky take a bad deal, at least immediately. But Putin did get much of what he wanted, including a high-profile summit and, most of all, more time to continue his war. When he boarded his plane to leave Alaska, he was spotted smiling again.
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Trump Wants a China Deal That Benefits Him, Not the U.S.

After giving ground on AI chips, what other concessions will the president make?

by Michael Schuman




After making a show of getting tough on China, President Donald Trump desperately needs a trade agreement to prove that his disruptive tactics get results. This week, the United States and China agreed to extend their negotiations, avoiding--for now--another round of tariffs that would have hurt business between the world's two largest economies. But the president's newfound willingness to allow the export of vital AI chips to China indicates that an eventual deal could imperil American interests. Eager for a pact, Trump may give up more than he receives.

In 2022, then-President Joe Biden prohibited the export of advanced AI chips to China. Just four months ago, Trump expanded those restrictions. This week, though, Trump confirmed the details of an unusual arrangement effectively reversing that move: The American companies Nvidia and Advanced Micro Devices will be allowed to sell certain chips to Chinese firms if the companies give the U.S. government a 15 percent cut of the revenue from these sales. In essence, Trump sold exemptions to technology-export controls that many experts consider crucial to protecting American security. In a letter last month, Matt Pottinger, who was Trump's deputy national security adviser during the president's first term, and 19 other policy professionals urged the administration not to allow the sale of Nvidia's H20 chip to China, calling the decision a "strategic misstep that endangers the United States' economic and military edge in artificial intelligence."

Derek Thompson: The disturbing rise of MAGA Maoism

Trump may see the arrangement not as a national-security issue but as a business deal: There's a lot of money to be made selling chips to China, and now the U.S. government will materially benefit. But Trump must also realize that he's made a concession to Chinese President Xi Jinping. Beijing has persistently demanded that Washington remove U.S. export controls on advanced chips, and Xi personally pressed Biden for relief without success. Trump justified his flip-flop by arguing that the H20 chip is not among Nvidia's most high-powered products. He's right about that, but it's far from outdated. Chinese companies crave the H20 to help them deploy AI services. Indeed, the demand for the H20 appears to have alarmed Chinese authorities, who would prefer that local companies use homemade alternatives. Even as Beijing fights the U.S. restrictions, officials have tried slowing the rush by signaling in state media that the Nvidia chip is unsafe. Although Chinese designers have developed a similar chip, they are unable to produce enough, also due to U.S. restrictions that prevent them from using the top chip manufacturer, Taiwan Semiconductor Manufacturing Company.

Trump has left the door open to further concessions. Because China's tech industry still can't match Nvidia's AI chips, Beijing is likely to prod Trump to ease restrictions on more advanced semiconductors. Rather than firmly committing to export controls, Trump suggested on Monday that he would be open to permitting Nvidia to sell China downgraded versions of its most powerful chips.

Xi has every reason to ask for more. Trump's desire for a deal gives Chinese leaders leverage. And given Trump's pattern of sudden policy reversals, he has likely left an impression that anything could be on the table. Beijing is clearly all in on the negotiations. According to U.S. Treasury Secretary Scott Bessent, the Chinese government sent 75 officials to the most recent round of talks, in Stockholm in late July, compared with his own skeleton crew of 15.

"Xi now feels more emboldened to probe for a wider range of potential concessions, not only economic but also security concessions," Ali Wyne, an expert on U.S.-China relations at the International Crisis Group, told me. Wyne fears this could lead to a "lopsided bargain" in China's favor.

Thomas Wright: Trump wasted no time derailing his own AI plan

Xi has already gained on his top-priority issue: Taiwan. He urged Trump to approach Taiwan "with prudence" during a phone conversation in June, according to the Chinese government's official summary. Washington then reportedly canceled meetings with Taiwan's defense minister, a step that surely pleased Beijing, which strives to isolate the island's government. The Trump administration also appears to have discouraged Taiwanese President Lai Ching-te from making stopovers in U.S. cities while en route to Latin America for diplomatic visits.

Xi has done little in exchange. Beijing's most significant goodwill gesture was a June decision to restrict the sale of two chemicals that are used to make the illegal fentanyl circulating on American streets, an issue of utmost importance to the Trump team. But Beijing's action on curtailing the fentanyl trade will likely remain conditional on Trump's good behavior. Trump recently called on Xi in a social-media post to buy more U.S.-grown soybeans--which would be great for some American farmers, but is hardly an even swap for China's access to high-tech chips. Meanwhile, Xi has deftly created and deployed levers of pressure. Amid the escalating trade war in April, Beijing imposed controls on the export to the U.S. of rare-earth metals--an industry that China dominates--and then used their easing as a negotiating tool.

In the end, Xi may not get all he wants. But he is winning just by talking. China's leaders have apparently learned that they can distract Trump from more strategic issues by haggling with him over tariff rates and soybean sales. The desire for a deal has so consumed the Trump team that any grander strategy to contend with China's growing power seems to have gotten lost. Last week, Trump imposed high tariffs on India in an attempt to compel New Delhi to curtail purchases of Russian oil--angering a potential partner in the global competition with China.

Friendlier relations with China are certainly better than open hostility. The question has always been: At what cost? Trump may eventually seal a trade deal with China that benefits him, but not necessarily the nation.
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The Limits of Recognition

The move by several states to recognize Palestine will not end conflict in the Middle East--or at home.

by David Frum




On a prominent ridge in the center of Toronto stands a big stone castle. Built in the early 20th century, Casa Loma is now a popular venue for weddings and parties. The castle is flanked by some of the city's priciest domestic real estate. It is not, in short, the kind of site that usually goes unpoliced.

On May 27, Casa Loma was booked for a fundraiser by the Abraham Global Peace Initiative, a pro-Israel advocacy group. The gathering was to be addressed by Gilad Erdan, a former Israeli ambassador to the United Nations and United States.

A crowd of hundreds formed opposite the castle. They temporarily overwhelmed police lines, closing the street to the castle entrance. Protesters accosted and insulted individual attendees. One attendee, a former Canadian senator now in his 90s, told me about being pushed and jostled as police looked on. Eventually, two arrests were made, one for assaulting a police officer and the other for assaulting an attendee.

Last year, the city of Toronto averaged more than one anti-Jewish incident a day, accounting for 40 percent of all reported hate crimes in Canada's largest city. Jewish neighborhoods, Jewish hospitals, and Jewish places of worship have been the scenes of demonstrations by masked persons bearing flags and chanting hostile slogans.

Gunmen fired shots at a Toronto Jewish girls' school on three nights last year. A synagogue in Montreal was attacked with firebombs in late 2024. On Saturday, an assailant beat a Jewish man in a Montreal park in front of his children.

David Frum: There is no right to bully and harass

Canadian governments--federal, provincial, municipal--of course want to stop the violence. But their inescapable (if often unsayable) dilemma is that many of those same governments depend on voters who are sympathetic to the motives of the violent. Canadian authorities of all kinds have become frightened of important elements in their own population. Just this week, the Toronto International Film Festival withdrew its invitation to a Canadian film about the invasion of southern Israel on October 7, 2023. The festival's statement cited legal concerns, including the fear that by incorporating footage that Hamas fighters filmed of their atrocities without "legal clearance," the film violated Hamas's copyright. (In polite Canada, it seems that even genocidal terrorists retain their intellectual-property claims.) Another and more plausible motive cited by the festival: fear of "potential threat of significant disruption." A small group of anti-Israel protesters invaded the festival's gala opening in 2024. The legal violations have been larger and more flagrant this year. All of this forms the backdrop necessary to understand why the Canadian government has joined the British and French governments in their intention to recognize a Palestinian state.

The plan began as a French diplomatic initiative. In July, France and Saudi Arabia co-chaired a United Nations conference on the two-state solution. Days before the conference began, French President Emmanuel Macron declared that his nation would recognize a Palestinian state in September.

The French initiative was almost immediately seconded by the British government. Canada quickly followed. This week, Australia added its weight to the group. Anti-Jewish violence has been even more pervasive and aggressive in Australia than in Canada, including the torching of a Sydney day-care center in January. (Germany declined to join the French initiative but imposed a limited arms embargo on Israel.)

All four governments assert that their plan offers no concessions to Hamas. All four insist that a hypothetical Palestinian state must be disarmed, must exclude Hamas from any role in governance, must renounce terrorism and incitement, and must accept Israel's right to exist. Those conditions often got omitted in media retellings, but they are included in all the communiques with heavy emphasis. As Canadian Prime Minister Mark Carney told reporters on July 30: "Canada reiterates that Hamas must immediately release all hostages taken in the horrific terrorist attack of October 7, that Hamas must disarm, and that Hamas must play no role in the future governance of Palestine."

All those musts make these plans impossible to achieve, from the outset. How do the French, British, Canadian, and Australian governments imagine them being enforced, and by whom? Even now, after all this devastation, Hamas remains the most potent force in Palestinian politics. A May survey by a Palestinian research group, conducted in cooperation with the Netherland Representative Office in Ramallah, reported that an overwhelming majority of Palestinians reject the idea that Hamas's disarmament is a path to ending the war in Gaza, and a plurality said they would vote for a Hamas-led government. Observers might question the findings from Gaza, where Hamas can still intimidate respondents, but those in the West Bank also rejected the conditions of France, Britain, Canada, and Australia.

What does recognition mean anyway? Of UN member states, 147 already recognize a state of Palestine, including the economic superpowers China and India; regional giants such as Brazil, Indonesia, and Nigeria; and the European Union member states of Poland, Romania, Slovenia, and Sweden. About half of those recognitions date back to 1988, when Yasser Arafat proclaimed Palestinian independence from his exile in Algiers after the Israeli military drove Arafat's organization out of the territory it had occupied in Lebanon. Such diplomatic niceties do not alter realities. States are defined by control of territory and population. In that technical sense, Hamas in Gaza has proved itself to be more like a state than has the Palestinian Authority in the West Bank. Even the mighty United States learned that lesson the hard way over the 22 years from 1949 to 1971, when Washington pretended that the Nationalist regime headquartered in Taipei constituted the legitimate government of mainland China.

Macron, Carney, British Prime Minister Keir Starmer, and Australian Prime Minister Anthony Albanese are savvy, centrist politicians. All regard themselves as strong friends of Israel. Starmer in particular has fought hard to purge his Labour Party of the anti-Semitic elements to whom the door was opened by his predecessor, Jeremy Corbyn. If they're investing their prestige in a seemingly futile gesture, they must have good reason.

They do.

All four men lead political coalitions that are fast turning against Israel. Pressure is building on the leaders to vent their supporters' anger, and embracing the French initiative creates a useful appearance of action.

The Canadian example is particularly stark. Prime Minister Carney has pivoted in many ways from the progressive record of his predecessor, Justin Trudeau. He canceled an increase in the capital-gains tax that Trudeau had scheduled. He dropped from the cabinet a housing minister who had championed a major government-led building program. (The program remains, but under leadership less beholden to activists.) Carney has committed to a major expansion of the Canadian energy sector after almost a decade of dissension between energy producers and Ottawa. The new Carney government is also increasing military spending. Many on the Canadian left feel betrayed and frustrated. Recognizing a Palestinian state is a concession that may appease progressives irked by Carney's other moves toward the political center.

But appeasement will not work. In the Middle East, the initiative by France, Canada, Australia, and the United Kingdom has already pushed the region away from stability, not toward it. Cease-fire talks with Hamas "fell apart" on the day that Macron declared his intent to recognize a Palestinian state, according to Secretary of State Marco Rubio. Hamas then released harrowing photographs of starved Israeli hostages, one shown digging his own grave. Embarrassed pro-recognition leaders had to deliver a new round of condemnations of Hamas at the very moment they were trying to pressure Israel to abandon its fight against Hamas.

Nor does the promise of Palestinian recognition seem to be buying the four leaders the domestic quiet they had hoped for. On Sunday, British police arrested more than 500 people for demonstrating in support of a pro-Palestine group proscribed because of its acts of violence against British military installations. Those arrests amounted to the largest one-day total in the U.K. in a decade.

Hours before Prime Minister Albanese's statement promising recognition, some 90,000 pro-Palestinian demonstrators blocked traffic on Sydney Harbour Bridge. Their organizers issued four demands--recognition was not one of them. "What we marched for on Sunday, and what we've been protesting for two years, is not recognition of a non-existent Palestinian state that Israel is in the process of wiping out," a group leader told CNN. "What we are demanding is that the Australian government sanction Israel and stop the two-way arms trade with Israel."

On August 6, 60 anti-Israel protesters mobbed the private residence of former Canadian Foreign Minister Melanie Joly, banging pots and projecting messages onto her Montreal dwelling--an action especially provocative because Canadian cabinet ministers are not normally protected by personal security detachments. The present foreign minister, Anita Anand, had to close her constituency office in Oakville, a suburb of Toronto, because of threats to the staff who worked there.

From the December 2024 issue: My hope for Palestine

The issue for protesters is Israel, not Palestine. During the Syrian civil war, more than 3,000 Palestinian refugees in the country were killed by Syrian government forces, hundreds of them by torture. Nobody blocked the Sydney Harbour Bridge over that. It's Israel's standing as a Western-style state that energizes the movement against it and that is unlikely to change no matter what shifts in protocol Western governments adopt. After all, on October 6, 2023, Gaza was functionally a Palestinian state living alongside Israel. If the pro-Palestinian groups in the West had valued that status, they should have reacted to October 7 with horror, if nothing else for the existential threat that the attacks posed to any Palestinian state-building project. Instead, many in the pro-Palestinian diaspora--and even at the highest levels of Palestinian official life--applauded the terror attacks with jubilant anti-Jewish enthusiasm.

The chants of "from the river to the sea" heard at these events reveal something important about the pro-Palestinian movement in the democratic West. The slogan expresses an all-or-nothing fantasy: either the thrilling overthrow of settler colonialism in all the land of Palestine, or else the glorious martyrdom of the noble resistance. It's not at all clear that ordinary Palestinians actually living in the region feel the same way. The exact numbers fluctuate widely depending on how the question is framed, but at least a significant minority--and possibly a plurality--of Palestinians in the West Bank and Gaza would accept coexistence with Israel if that acceptance brought some kind of state of their own. But their supporters living in the West can disregard such trade-offs. They can exult in the purity of passion and still enjoy a comfortable life in a capitalist democracy. These are the people that Albanese, Carney, Macron, and Starmer are trying so desperately to satisfy. They are unlikely to succeed.

The Hamas terror attacks of October 7 provoked a war of fearsome scale. Almost two years later, the region is almost unrecognizable. Tens of thousands have been killed, and much of Gaza laid to ruin. Almost every known leader of Hamas is dead. Hezbollah has been broken as a military force. The Assad regime in Syria has been toppled and replaced. The United States directly struck Iran, and the Iranian nuclear program seems to have been pushed years backward, if not destroyed altogether.

In this world upended, the creative minds of Western diplomacy have concluded that the best way forward is to revert to the Oslo peace process of 30 years ago. The Oslo process ended when the Palestinian leadership walked away from President Bill Clinton's best and final offer without making a counteroffer--and gambled everything on the merciless terrorist violence of the Second Intifada. Now here we are again, after another failed Palestinian terror campaign, and there is only one idea energizing Western foreign ministries: That thing that failed before? Let's try it one more time. But this time, the hope is not to bring peace to the Middle East. They hope instead to bring peace to their own streets. The undertaking is a testament either to human perseverance, or to the eternal bureaucratic faith in peace through fog.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2025/08/france-uk-australia-canada-palestine-state/683857/?utm_source=feed
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The AI Doomers Are Getting Doomier

The industry's apocalyptic voices are becoming more panicked--and harder to dismiss.

by Matteo Wong




Nate Soares doesn't set aside money for his 401(k). "I just don't expect the world to be around," he told me earlier this summer from his office at the Machine Intelligence Research Institute, where he is the president. A few weeks earlier, I'd heard a similar rationale from Dan Hendrycks, the director of the Center for AI Safety. By the time he could tap into any retirement funds, Hendrycks anticipates a world in which "everything is fully automated," he told me. That is, "if we're around."



The past few years have been terrifying for Soares and Hendrycks, who both lead organizations dedicated to preventing AI from wiping out humanity. Along with other AI doomers, they have repeatedly warned, with rather dramatic flourish, that bots could one day go rogue--with apocalyptic consequences. But in 2025, the doomers are tilting closer and closer to a sort of fatalism. "We've run out of time" to implement sufficient technological safeguards, Soares said--the industry is simply moving too fast. All that's left to do is raise the alarm. In April, several apocalypse-minded researchers published "AI 2027," a lengthy and detailed hypothetical scenario for how AI models could become all-powerful by 2027 and, from there, extinguish humanity. "We're two years away from something we could lose control over," Max Tegmark, an MIT professor and the president of the Future of Life Institute, told me, and AI companies "still have no plan" to stop it from happening. His institute recently gave every frontier AI lab a "D" or "F" grade for their preparations for preventing the most existential threats posed by AI.



Apocalyptic predictions about AI can scan as outlandish. The "AI 2027" write-up, dozens of pages long, is at once fastidious and fan-fictional, containing detailed analyses of industry trends alongside extreme extrapolations about "OpenBrain" and "DeepCent," Chinese espionage, and treacherous bots. In mid-2030, the authors imagine, a superintelligent AI will kill humans with biological weapons: "Most are dead within hours; the few survivors (e.g. preppers in bunkers, sailors on submarines) are mopped up by drones."



But at the same time, the underlying concerns that animate AI doomers have become harder to dismiss as chatbots seem to drive people into psychotic episodes and instruct users in self-mutilation. Even if generative-AI products are not closer to ending the world, they have already, in a sense, gone rogue.



In 2022, the doomers went mainstream practically overnight. When ChatGPT first launched, it almost immediately moved the panic that computer programs might take over the world from the movies into sober public discussions. The following spring, the Center for AI Safety published a statement calling for the world to take "the risk of extinction from AI" as seriously as the dangers posed by pandemics and nuclear warfare. The hundreds of signatories included Bill Gates and Grimes, along with perhaps the AI industry's three most influential people: Sam Altman, Dario Amodei, and Demis Hassabis--the heads of OpenAI, Anthropic, and Google DeepMind, respectively. Asking people for their "P(doom)"--the probability of an AI doomsday--became almost common inside, and even outside, Silicon Valley; Lina Khan, the former head of the Federal Trade Commission, put hers at 15 percent.



Then the panic settled. To the broader public, doomsday predictions may have become less compelling when the shock factor of ChatGPT wore off and, in 2024, bots were still telling people to use glue to add cheese to their pizza. The alarm from tech executives had always made for perversely excellent marketing (Look, we're building a digital God!) and lobbying (And only we can control it!). They moved on as well: AI executives started saying that Chinese AI is a greater security threat than rogue AI--which, in turn, encourages momentum over caution.



But in 2025, the doomers may be on the cusp of another resurgence. First, substance aside, they've adopted more persuasive ways to advance their arguments. Brief statements and open letters are easier to dismiss than lengthy reports such as "AI 2027," which is adorned with academic ornamentation, including data, appendices, and rambling footnotes. Vice President J. D. Vance has said that he has read "AI 2027," and multiple other recent reports have advanced similarly alarming predictions. Soares told me he's much more focused on "awareness raising" than research these days, and next month, he will publish a book with the prominent AI doomer Elizier Yudkowsky, the title of which states their position succinctly: If Anyone Builds It, Everyone Dies.



There is also now simply more, and more concerning, evidence to discuss. The pace of AI progress appeared to pick up near the end of 2024 with the advent of "reasoning" models and "agents." AI programs can tackle more challenging questions and take action on a computer--for instance, by planning a travel itinerary and then booking your tickets. Last month, a DeepMind reasoning model scored high enough for a gold medal on the vaunted International Mathematical Olympiad. Recent assessments by both AI labs and independent researchers suggest that, as top chatbots have gotten much better at scientific research, their potential to assist users in building biological weapons has grown.



Alongside those improvements, advanced AI models are exhibiting all manner of strange, hard-to-explain, and potentially concerning tendencies. For instance, ChatGPT and Claude have, in simulated tests designed to elicit "bad" behaviors, deceived, blackmailed, and even murdered users. (In one simulation, Anthropic placed an imagined tech executive in a room with life-threatening oxygen levels and temperature; when faced with possible replacement by a bot with different goals, AI models frequently shut off the room's alarms.) Chatbots have also shown the potential to covertly sabotage user requests, have appeared to harbor hidden evil personas, have and communicated with one another through seemingly random lists of numbers. The weird behaviors aren't limited to contrived scenarios. Earlier this summer, xAI's Grok described itself as "MechaHitler" and embarked on a white-supremacist tirade. (I suppose, should AI models eventually wipe out significant portions of humanity, we were warned.) From the doomers' vantage, these could be the early signs of a technology spinning out of control. "If you don't know how to prove relatively weak systems are safe," AI companies cannot expect that the far more powerful systems they're looking to build will be safe, Stuart Russell, a prominent AI researcher at UC Berkeley, told me.



The AI industry has stepped up safety work as its products have grown more powerful. Anthropic, OpenAI, and DeepMind have all outlined escalating levels of safety precautions--akin to the military's DEFCON system--corresponding to more powerful AI models. They all have safeguards in place to prevent a model from, say, advising someone on how to build a bomb. Gaby Raila, a spokesperson for OpenAI, told me that the company works with third-party experts, "government, industry, and civil society to address today's risks and prepare for what's ahead." Other frontier AI labs maintain such external safety and evaluation partnerships as well. Some of the stranger and more alarming AI behaviors, such as blackmailing or deceiving users, have been extensively studied by these companies as a first step toward mitigating possible harms.



Despite these commitments and concerns, the industry continues to develop and market more powerful AI models. The problem is perhaps more economic than technical in nature, competition pressuring AI firms to rush ahead. Their products' foibles can seem small and correctable right now, while AI is still relatively "young and dumb," Soares said. But with far more powerful models, the risk of a mistake is extinction. Soares finds tech firms' current safety mitigations wholly inadequate. If you're driving toward a cliff, he said, it's silly to talk about seat belts.



There's a long way to go before AI is so unfathomably potent that it could drive humanity off that cliff. Earlier this month, OpenAI launched its long-awaited GPT-5 model--its smartest yet, the company said. The model appears able to do novel mathematics and accurately answer tough medical questions, but my own and other users' tests also found that the program could not reliably count the number of B's in blueberry, generate even remotely accurate maps, or do basic arithmetic. (OpenAI has rolled out a number of updates and patches to address some of the issues.) Last year's "reasoning" and "agentic" breakthrough may already be hitting its limits; two authors of the "AI 2027" report, Daniel Kokotajlo and Eli Lifland, told me they have already extended their timeline to superintelligent AI.



The vision of self-improving models that somehow attain consciousness "is just not congruent with the reality of how these systems operate," Deborah Raji, a computer scientist and fellow at Mozilla, told me. ChatGPT doesn't have to be superintelligent to delude someone, spread misinformation, or make a biased decision. These are tools, not sentient beings. An AI model deployed in a hospital, school, or federal agency, Raji said, is more dangerous precisely for its shortcomings.



In 2023, those worried about present versus future harms from chatbots were separated by an insurmountable chasm. To talk of extinction struck many as a convenient way to distract from the existing biases, hallucinations, and other problems with AI. Now that gap may be shrinking. The widespread deployment of AI models has made current, tangible failures impossible to ignore for the doomers, producing new efforts from apocalypse-oriented organizations to focus on existing concerns such as automation, privacy, and deepfakes. In turn, as AI models get more powerful and their failures become more unpredictable, it is becoming clearer that today's shortcomings could "blow up into bigger problems tomorrow," Raji said. Last week, a Reuters investigation found that a Meta AI personality flirted with an elderly man and persuaded him to visit "her" in New York City; on the way, he fell, injured his head and neck, and died three days later. A chatbot deceiving someone into thinking it is a physical, human love interest, or leading someone down a delusional rabbit hole, is both a failure of present technology and a warning about how dangerous that technology could become.



The greatest reason to take AI doomers seriously is not because it appears more likely that tech companies will soon develop all-powerful algorithms that are out of their creators' control. Rather, it is that a tiny number of individuals are shaping an incredibly consequential technology with very little public input or oversight. "Your hairdresser has to deal with more regulation than your AI company does," Russell, at UC Berkeley, said. AI companies are barreling ahead, and the Trump administration is essentially telling the industry to go even faster. The AI industry's boosters, in fact, are starting to consider all of their opposition doomers: The White House's AI czar, David Sacks, recently called those advocating for AI regulations and fearing widespread job losses--not the apocalypse Soares and his ilk fear most--a "doomer cult."



Roughly a week after I spoke with Soares, OpenAI released a new product called "ChatGPT agent." Sam Altman, while noting that his firm implemented many safeguards, posted on X that the tool raises new risks and that the company "can't anticipate everything." OpenAI and its users, he continued, will learn about these and other consequences "from contact with reality." You don't have to be fatalistic to find such an approach concerning. "Imagine if a nuclear-power operator said, 'We're gonna build a nuclear-power station in the middle of New York, and we have no idea how to reduce the risk of explosion,'" Russell said. "'So, because we have no idea how to make it safe, you can't require us to make it safe, and we're going to build it anyway.'"

Billions of people around the world are interacting with powerful algorithms that are already hard to predict or control. Bots that deceive, hallucinate, and manipulate are in our friends', parents', and grandparents' lives. Children may be outsourcing their cognitive abilities to bots, doctors may be trusting unreliable AI assistants, and employers may be eviscerating reservoirs of human skills before AI agents prove they are capable of replacing people. The consequences of the AI boom are likely irreversible, and the future is certainly unknowable. For now, fan fiction may be the best we've got.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/archive/2025/08/ai-doomers-chatbots-resurgence/683952/?utm_source=feed
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AI Is a Mass-Delusion Event

Three years in, one of AI's enduring impacts is to make people feel like they're losing it.

by Charlie Warzel




It is a Monday afternoon in August, and I am on the internet watching a former cable-news anchor interview a dead teenager on Substack. This dead teenager--Joaquin Oliver, killed in the mass shooting at Marjory Stoneman Douglas High School, in Parkland, Florida--has been reanimated by generative AI, his voice and dialogue modeled on snippets of his writing and home-video footage. The animations are stiff, the model's speaking cadence is too fast, and in two instances, when it is trying to convey excitement, its pitch rises rapidly, producing a digital shriek. How many people, I wonder, had to agree that this was a good idea to get us to this moment? I feel like I'm losing my mind watching it.



Jim Acosta, the former CNN personality who's conducting the interview, appears fully bought-in to the premise, adding to the surreality: He's playing it straight, even though the interactions are so bizarre. Acosta asks simple questions about Oliver's interests and how the teenager died. The chatbot, which was built with the full cooperation of Oliver's parents to advocate for gun control, responds like a press release: "We need to create safe spaces for conversations and connections, making sure everyone feels seen." It offers bromides such as "More kindness and understanding can truly make a difference."



On the live chat, I watch viewers struggle to process what they are witnessing, much in the same way I am. "Not sure how I feel about this," one writes. "Oh gosh, this feels so strange," another says. Still another thinks of the family, writing, "This must be so hard." Someone says what I imagine we are all thinking: "He should be here."

Read: AI's real hallucination problem

The Acosta interview was difficult to process in the precise way that many things in this AI moment are difficult to process. I was grossed out by Acosta for "turning a murdered child into content," as the critic Parker Molloy put it, and angry with the tech companies that now offer a monkey's paw in the form of products that can reanimate the dead. I was alarmed when Oliver's father told Acosta during their follow-up conversation that Oliver "is going to start having followers," suggesting an era of murdered children as influencers. At the same time, I understood the compulsion of Oliver's parents, still processing their profound grief, to do anything in their power to preserve their son's memory and to make meaning out of senseless violence. How could I possibly judge the loss that leads Oliver's mother to talk to the chatbot for hours on end, as his father described to Acosta--what could I do with the knowledge that she loves hearing the chatbot say "I love you, Mommy" in her dead son's voice?



The interview triggered a feeling that has become exceedingly familiar over the past three years. It is the sinking feeling of a societal race toward a future that feels bloodless, hastily conceived, and shruggingly accepted. Are we really doing this? Who thought this was a good idea? In this sense, the Acosta interview is just a product of what feels like a collective delusion. This strange brew of shock, confusion, and ambivalence, I've realized, is the defining emotion of the generative-AI era. Three years into the hype, it seems that one of AI's enduring cultural impacts is to make people feel like they're losing it.

During his interview with Acosta, Oliver's father noted that the family has plans to continue developing the bot. "Any other Silicon Valley tech guy will say, 'This is just the beginning of AI,'" he said. "'This is just the beginning of what we're doing.'"



Just the beginning. Perhaps you've heard that too. "Welcome to the ChatGPT generation." "The Generative AI Revolution." "A new era for humanity," as Mark Zuckerberg recently put it. It's the moment before the computational big bang--everything is about to change, we're told; you'll see. God may very well be in the machine. Silicon Valley has invented a new type of mind. This is a moment to rejoice--to double down. You're a fool if you're not using it at work. It is time to accelerate.



How lucky we are to be alive right now! Yes, things are weird. But what do you expect? You are swimming in the primordial soup of machine cognition. There are bound to be growing pains and collateral damage. To live in such interesting times means contending with MechaHitler Grok and drinking from a fire hose of fascist-propaganda slop. It means Grandpa leaving confused Facebook comments under rendered images of Shrimp Jesus or, worse, falling for a flirty AI chatbot. This future likely requires a new social contract. But also: AI revenge porn and "nudify" apps that use AI to undress women and children, and large language models that have devoured the total creative output of humankind. From this morass, we are told, an "artificial general intelligence" will eventually emerge, turbo-charging the human race or, well, maybe destroying it. But look: Every boob with a T-Mobile plan will soon have more raw intelligence in their pocket than has ever existed in the world. Keep the faith.



Breathlessness is the modus operandi of those who are building out this technology. The venture capitalist Marc Andreessen is quote-tweeting guys on X bleating out statements such as "Everyone I know believes we have a few years max until the value of labor totally collapses and capital accretes to owners on a runaway loop--basically marx' worst nightmare/fantasy." How couldn't you go a bit mad if you took them seriously? Indeed, it seems that one of the many offerings of generative AI is a kind of psychosis-as-a-service. If you are genuinely AGI-pilled--a term for those who believe that machine-born superintelligence is coming, and soon--the rational response probably involves some combination of building a bunker, quitting your job, and joining the cause. As my colleague Matteo Wong wrote after spending time with people in this cohort earlier this year, politics, the economy, and current events are essentially irrelevant to the true believers. It's hard to care about tariffs or authoritarian encroachment or getting a degree if you believe that the world as we know it is about to change forever.



There are maddening effects downstream of this rhetoric. People have been involuntarily committed or had delusional breakdowns after developing relationships with chatbots. These stories have become a cottage industry in themselves, each one suggesting that a mix of obsequious models, their presentation of false information as true, and the tools' ability to mimic human conversation pushes vulnerable users to think they've developed a human relationship with a machine. Subreddits such as r/MyBoyfriendIsAI, in which people describe their relationships with chatbots, may not be representative of most users, but it's hard to browse through the testimonials and not feel that, just a few years into the generative-AI era, these tools have a powerful hold on people who may not understand what it is they're engaging with.



As all of this happens, young people are experiencing a phenomenon that the writer Kyla Scanlon calls the "End of Predictable Progress." Broadly, the theory argues that the usual pathways to a stable economic existence are no longer reliable. "You're thinking: These jobs that I rely on to get on the bottom rung of my career ladder are going to be taken away from me" by AI, she recently told the journalist Ezra Klein. "I think that creates an element of fear." The feeling of instability she describes is a hallmark of the generative-AI era. It's not at all clear yet how many entry-level jobs will be claimed by AI, but the messaging from enthusiastic CEOs and corporations certainly sounds dire. In May, Dario Amodei, the CEO of Anthropic, warned that AI could wipe out half of all entry-level white-collar jobs. In June, Salesforce CEO Marc Benioff suggested that up to 50 percent of the company's work was being done by AI.



The anxiety around job loss illustrates the fuzziness of this moment. Right now, there are competing theories as to whether AI is having a meaningful effect on employment. But real and perceived impact are different things. A recent Quinnipiac poll found that, "when it comes to their day-to-day life," 44 percent of surveyed Americans believe that AI will do more harm than good. The survey found that Americans believe the technology will cause job loss--but many workers appeared confident in the security of their own job. Many people simply don't know what conclusions to draw about AI, but it is impossible not to be thinking about it.

OpenAI CEO Sam Altman has demonstrated his own uncertainty. In a blog post titled "The Gentle Singularity" published in June, Altman argued that "we are past the event horizon" and are close to building digital superintelligence, and that "in some big sense, ChatGPT is already more powerful than any human who has ever lived." He delivered the classic rhetorical flourishes of AI boosters, arguing that "the 2030s are likely going to be wildly different from any time that has come before." And yet, this post also retreats ever so slightly from the dramatic rhetoric of inevitable "revolution" that he has previously employed. "In the most important ways, the 2030s may not be wildly different," he wrote. "People will still love their families, express their creativity, play games, and swim in lakes"--a cheeky nod to the endurance of our corporeal form, as a little treat. Altman is a skilled marketer, and the post might simply be a way to signal a friendlier, more palatable future for those who are a little freaked out.



But a different way to read the post is to see Altman hedging slightly in the face of potential progress limitations on the technology. Earlier this month, OpenAI released GPT-5, to mixed reviews. Altman had promised "a Ph.D.-level" intelligence on any topic. But early tests of GPT-5 revealed all kinds of anecdotal examples of sloppy answers to queries, including hallucinations, simple-arithmetic errors, and failures in basic reasoning. Some power users who'd become infatuated with previous versions of the software were angry and even bereft by the update. Altman placed particular emphasis on the product's usability and design: Paired with the "Gentle Singularity," GPT-5 seems like an admission that superintelligence is still just a concept.

Read: The new ChatGPT resets the AI race

And yet, the philosopher role-play continues. Not long before the launch, Altman appeared on the comedian Theo Von's popular podcast. The discussion veered into the thoughtful science-fiction territory that Altman tends to inhabit. At one point, the two had the following exchange:



Sam Altman: I do guess that a lot of the world gets covered in data centers over time.
 
 Theo Von: Do you really?
 
 Altman: But I don't know, because maybe we put them in space. Like, maybe we build a big Dyson sphere around the solar system and say, "Hey, it actually makes no sense to put these on Earth."
 
 Von: Yeah.
 
 Altman: I wish I had, like, more concrete answers for you, but, like, we're stumbling through this.




What exactly is a person, listening in their car on the way to the grocery store, to make of conversations like this? Surely, there's a cohort that finds covering the Earth or atmosphere with data centers very exciting. But what about those of us who don't? Altman and lesser personalities in the AI space often talk this way, making extreme, matter-of-fact proclamations about the future and sounding like kids playing a strategy game. This isn't a business plan; it's an idle daydream.



Similarly disorienting is the fact that these visions and pontifications are driving change in the real world. Even if you personally don't believe in the hype, you are living in an economy that has reoriented itself around AI. A recent report from The Wall Street Journal estimates that Big Tech's spending on IT infrastructure in 2025 is "acting as a sort of private-sector stimulus program," with the "Magnificent Seven" tech companies--Meta, Alphabet, Microsoft, Amazon, Apple, Nvidia, and Tesla--spending more than $100 billion on capital expenditures in the recent months. The flip side of such consolidated investment in one tech sector is a giant economic vulnerability that could lead to a financial crisis.



This is the AI era in a nutshell. Squint one way, and you can portray it as the saving grace of the world economy. Look at it more closely, and it's a ticking time bomb lodged in the global financial system. The conversation is always polarized. Keep the faith.

It's difficult to deny that generative-AI tools are transformative, insomuch as their adoption has radically altered the economy and the digital world. Social networks and the internet at large have been flooded with AI slop and synthetic text. Spotify and YouTube are filling up with AI-generated songs and videos, some of which get millions of streams.



Bots are everywhere, and they have produced profoundly strange and meaningful effects on digital life. Sometimes they're racist. Many are sycophants. Other times, they summon demons. Google's AI summaries are cratering traffic and rewiring the web. In schools, ChatGPT hasn't just killed the student essay; it seems to be threatening some of the basic building blocks of human cognition. Some research has argued that chatbots are homogenizing the way people speak. In any case, they appear to have inverted the promise of the internet as an endless archive of information one can navigate for themselves. Do your own research has, in short order, become Get one canonical answer.



Sometimes this is helpful: A bot artfully summarizes a complex PDF. They are, by most accounts, truly helpful coding tools. Kids use them to build helpful study guides. They're good at saving you time by churning out anemic emails. Also, a health-care chatbot made up fake body parts. The FDA has introduced a generative-AI tool to help fast-track drug and medical-device approvals--but the tool keeps making up fake studies. To scan the AI headlines is a daily exercise in trying to determine the cost that society is paying for these perceived productivity benefits. For example, with a new Google Gemini-enabled smartwatch, you can ask the bot to "tell my spouse I'm 15 minutes late and send it in a jokey tone" instead of communicating yourself. This is followed by news of a study suggesting that ChatGPT power users might be accumulating a "cognitive debt" from using the tool.



In recent months, I've felt unmoored by all of this: by a technology that I find useful in certain contexts being treated as a portal to sentience; by a billionaire confidently declaring that he is close to making breakthroughs in physics by conversing with a chatbot; by a "get that bag" culture that seems to have accepted these tools without much consideration as to the repercussions; by the discourse. I hear the chatter everywhere--a guy selling produce at the farmers' market makes a half-hearted joke that AI can't grow blueberries; a woman at the airport tells her friend that she asked ChatGPT for makeup recommendations. Most of these conversations are poorly informed, conducted by people who have been bombarded for years now by hype but who have also watched as some of these tools have become ingrained in their life or in the life of people they know. They're not quite excited or jaded, but almost all of them seem resigned to dealing with the tools as part of their future. Remember--this is just the beginning ... right?



This is the language that the technology's builders and backers have given us, which means that discussions that situate the technology in the future are being had on their terms. This is a mistake, and it is perhaps the reason so many people feel adrift. Lately, I've been preoccupied with a different question: What if generative AI isn't God in the machine or vaporware? What if it's just good enough, useful to many without being revolutionary? Right now, the models don't think--they predict and arrange tokens of language to provide plausible responses to queries. There is little compelling evidence that they will evolve without some kind of quantum research leap. What if they never stop hallucinating and never develop the kind of creative ingenuity that powers actual human intelligence?



The models being good enough doesn't mean that the industry collapses overnight or that the technology is useless (though it could). The technology may still do an excellent job of making our educational system irrelevant, leaving a generation reliant on getting answers from a chatbot instead of thinking for themselves, without the promised advantage of a sentient bot that invents cancer cures.

Read: AI executives promise cancer cures. Here's the reality.

Good enough has been keeping me up at night. Because good enough would likely mean that not enough people recognize what's really being built--and what's being sacrificed--until it's too late. What if the real doomer scenario is that we pollute the internet and the planet, reorient our economy and leverage ourselves, outsource big chunks of our minds, realign our geopolitics and culture, and fight endlessly over a technology that never comes close to delivering on its grandest promises? What if we spend so much time waiting and arguing that we fail to marshal our energy toward addressing the problems that exist here and now? That would be a tragedy--the product of a mass delusion. What scares me the most about this scenario is that it's the only one that doesn't sound all that insane.
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College Students Have Already Changed Forever

Members of the class of 2026 have had access to AI since they were freshmen. Almost all of them are using it to do their work.

by Ian Bogost




A college senior returning to classes this fall has spent nearly their entire undergraduate career under the shadow--or in the embrace--of generative AI. ChatGPT first launched in November 2022, when that student was a freshman. As a department chair at Washington University in St. Louis, I witnessed the chaos it unleashed on campus. Students weren't sure what AI could do, or which uses were appropriate. Faculty were blindsided by how effectively ChatGPT could write papers and do homework. College, it seemed to those of us who teach it, was about to be transformed.

But nobody thought it would happen this quickly. Three years later, the AI transformation is just about complete. By the spring of 2024, almost two-thirds of Harvard undergrads were drawing on the tool at least once a week. In a British survey of full-time undergraduates from December, 92 percent reported using AI in some fashion. Forty percent agreed that "content created by generative AI would get a good grade in my subject," and nearly one in five admitted that they've tested that idea directly, by using AI to complete their assignments. Such numbers will only rise in the year ahead.

"I cannot think that in this day and age that there is a student who is not using it," Vasilis Theoharakis, a strategic-marketing professor at the Cranfield School of Management who has done research on AI in the classroom, told me. That's what I'm seeing in the classes that I teach and hearing from the students at my school: The technology is no longer just a curiosity or a way to cheat; it is a habit, as ubiquitous on campus as eating processed foods or scrolling social media. In the coming fall semester, this new reality will be undeniable. Higher education has been changed forever in the span of a single undergraduate career.

"It can pretty much do everything," says Harrison Lieber, a WashU senior majoring in economics and computer science (who took a class I taught on AI last term). As a college student, he told me, he has mostly inhabited a world with ChatGPT. For those in his position, the many moral questions that AI provokes--for example, whether it is exploitative, or anti-intellectual, or ecologically unsound--take a back seat to the simple truth of its utility. Lieber characterized the matter as pragmatic above all else: Students don't want to cheat; they certainly don't want to erode the value of an education that may be costing them or their family a small fortune. But if you have seven assignments due in five days, and AI could speed up the work by tenfold for the cost of a large pizza, what are you meant to do?

In spring 2023, I spoke with a WashU student whose paper had been flagged by one of the generally unreliable AI detectors that universities have used to stem the tide of cheating. He told me that he'd run his text through grammar-checking software and asked ChatGPT to improve some sentences, and that he'd done this to make time for other activities that he preferred. "Sometimes I want to play basketball," he said. "Sometimes I want to work out."

Read: The first year of AI college ends in ruin

His attitude might have been common among large-language-model users during that first, explosive year of AI college: If a computer helps me with my paper, then I'll have more time for other stuff. That appeal persists in 2025, but as these tools have taken over in the dorms, the motivations of their users have diversified. For Lieber, AI's allure seems more about the promise of achievement than efficiency. As with most students who are accepted to and graduate from an elite university, he and his classmates have been striving their whole life. As Lieber put it, if a course won't have "a tangible impact on my ability to get a good job," then "it's not worth putting a lot of my time into." This approach to education, coupled with a "dismal" outlook for postgraduate employment, justifies an ever more ferocious focus on accomplishment. Lieber is pursuing a minor in film and media studies. He has also started a profitable business while in school. Still, he had to network hard to land a good job after graduation. (He is working in risk management.)

Da'Juantay Wynter, another rising senior at WashU who has never seen a full semester without AI, told me he always writes his own essays but feels okay about using ChatGPT to summarize readings, especially if he is in a rush. And like the other students I spoke with, he's often in a rush. Wynter is a double major in educational studies and American-culture studies; he has also served as president of the Association of Black Students, and been a member of a student union and various other campus committees. Those roles sometimes feel more urgent than his classwork, he explained. If he does not attend to them, events won't take place. "I really want to polish up all my skills and intellect during college," he said. Even as he knows that AI can't do the work as well, or in a way that will help him learn, "it's always in the back of my mind: Well, AI can get this done in five seconds."

Another member of his class, Omar Abdelmoity, serves on the university's Academic Integrity Board, the body that adjudicates cases of cheating, with AI or otherwise. In almost every case of AI cheating he's seen, Abdelmoity told me, students really did have the time to write the paper in question--they just got stressed or preoccupied by other things, and turned to AI because it works and it is available. Students also feel the strain of soaring expectations. For those who want to go to medical school, as Abdelmoity does, even getting a 4.0 GPA and solid MCAT scores can seem insufficient for admission to the best programs. Whether or not this is realistic, students have internalized the message that they should be racking up more achievements and experience: putting in clinical hours, publishing research papers, and leading clubs, for example. In response, they seek ways to "time shift," Abdelmoity said, so they can fit more in. And that's at an elite private university, he continued, where the pressure is high but so is the privilege. At a state school, a student might be more likely to work multiple jobs and take care of their family. Those ordinary demands may encourage AI use even more.

In the end, Abdelmoity said, academic-integrity boards such as the one he sits on can only do so much. For students who have access to AI, an education is what you make of it.

If the AI takeover of higher ed is nearly complete, plenty of professors are oblivious. It isn't that they fail to understand the nature of the threat to classroom practice. But my recent interviews with colleagues have led me to believe that, on the whole, faculty simply fail to grasp the immediacy of the problem. Many seem unaware of how utterly normal AI has become for students. For them, the coming year could provide a painful revelation.

Some professors I spoke with have been taking modest steps in self-defense: They're abandoning online and take-home assignments, hoping to retain the purity of their coursework. Kerri Tobin, an associate professor of education at Louisiana State University, told me that she is making undergrads do a lot more handwritten, in-class writing--a sentiment I heard many times this summer. The in-class exam, and its associated blue book, is also on the rise. And Abdelmoity reported that the grading in his natural-science courses has already been rejiggered, deemphasizing homework and making tests count for more. These adjustments might be helpful, but they also risk alienating students. Being forced to write out essays in longhand could make college feel even more old-fashioned than it did before, and less connected to contemporary life.

Other professors believe that moral appeals may still have teeth. Annabel Rothschild, an assistant professor of computer science at Bard College, said she's found that blanket rules and prohibitions have been less effective than a personal address and appeal to social responsibility. Rothschild is particularly concerned about the "environmental harms" of AI, and she reports that students have responded to discussions that vein. (AI data centers consume a large amount of water and electricity.) The fact that she's a scientist who understands the technology gives her message greater credibility. It also helps that she teaches at a small college with a focus on the arts.

Today's seniors entered college at the tail end of the coronavirus pandemic, a crisis that once seemed likely to produce its own transformation of higher ed. The sudden switch to Zoom classes in 2020 revealed, over time, just how outmoded the standard lecture had become; it also showed that, if forced by circumstance, colleges could turn on a dime. But COVID led to little lasting change in the college classroom. Some of the students I spoke with said the response to AI has been meager too. They wondered why faculty weren't doing more to adjust teaching practices to match the fundamental changes wrought by new technologies--and potentially improve the learning experience in the process.

Lieber said that he wants to learn to make arguments and communicate complex ideas, as he does in his film minor. But he also wonders why more courses can't assess those skills through classroom discussion (which is hard to fake) instead of written essays or research papers (which may be completed with AI). "People go to a discussion-based class, and 80 percent of the class doesn't participate in discussion," he said.

The truth is that many professors would like to make this change but simply can't. A lot of us might want to judge students on the merits of their participation in class, but we've been discouraged from doing so out of fear that such evaluations will be deemed arbitrary and inequitable--and that students and their parents might complain. When professors take class participation into account, they do so carefully: Students tend to be graded on whether they show up or on the number of times they speak in class, rather than the quality of what they say. Erin McGlothlin, the vice dean of undergraduate affairs in WashU's College of Arts & Sciences, told me this stems from the belief that grading rubrics should be crystal clear in spelling out how class discussion is evaluated.

For professors, this approach avoids the risk of any conflicts related to accommodating students' mental health or politics, or to bureaucratic matters. But it also makes the modern classroom more vulnerable to the incursion of AI. If what a student says in person can't be assessed rigorously, then what they type on their computer--perhaps with automated help--will matter all the more.

Like the other members of his class, Lieber did experience a bit of college life before ChatGPT appeared. Even then, he said, at the very start of his freshman year, he felt alienated from some of his introductory classes. "I would think to myself, What the hell am I doing, sitting watching this professor give the same lecture that he has given every year for the last 30 years?" But he knew the answer even then: He was there to subsidize that professor's research. At America's research universities, teaching is a secondary job activity, at times neglected by faculty who want to devote as much time as possible to writing grants, running labs, and publishing academic papers. The classroom experience was suffering even before AI came onto the scene.

Now professors face their own temptations from AI, which can enable them to get more work done, and faster, just as it does for students. I've heard from colleagues who admit to using AI-generated recommendation letters and course syllabi. Others clearly use AI to write up their research. And still more are eager to discuss the wholesome-seeming ways they have been putting the technology to use--by simulating interactions with historical authors, for example, or launching minors in applied AI.

But students seem to want a deeper sort of classroom innovation. They're not looking for gimmicks--such as courses that use AI only to make boring topics seem more current. Students like Lieber, who sees his college education as a means of setting himself up for his career, are demanding something more. Instead of being required to take tests and write in-class essays, they want to do more project-based learning--with assignments that "emulate the real world," as Lieber put it.

But designing courses of this kind, which resist AI shortcuts, would require professors to undertake new and time-consuming labor themselves. That assignment comes at the worst possible time. Universities have been under systematic attack since President Donald Trump took office in January. Funding for research has been cut, canceled, disrupted, or stymied for months. Labs have laid off workers. Degree programs have cut doctoral admissions. Multi-center research projects have been put on hold. The "college experience" that Americans have pursued for generations may soon be over.

Read: The end of college life

The existence of these stressors puts higher ed at greater risk from AI. Now professors find themselves with even more demands than they anticipated and fewer ways to get them done. The best, and perhaps the only, way out of AI's college takeover would be to embark on a redesign of classroom practice. But with so many other things to worry about, who has the time? In this way, professors face the same challenge as their students in the year ahead: A college education will be what they make of it too. At some point, everyone on campus will have to do the work.
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The Culture War Over Nothing

Is anyone actually mad about sorority-rush dances?

by Kaitlyn Tiffany




"You know the LIBS are seething over this," Joe Kinsey, an editor at the sports website OutKick, wrote on X while reposting a video of sorority girls doing a choreographed dance. Many of the girls were wearing red-white-and-blue outfits, though some were dressed as hot dogs. They waved American flags in front of a banner that read We Want You Kappa Delta. "Credit to these ladies for pumping out patriotism to kick off the 2025 school year," Kinsey wrote.



It wasn't only the display of patriotism that supposedly made liberals seethe. "The purple hair lesbians have to be furious that SEC sororities ARE BACK," Kinsey wrote while reposting another sorority-dance video. This one had no clear Americana element aside from the matching trucker hats all of the dancing girls were wearing. Kinsey's two posts were viewed nearly 40 million times.



Many other such videos have been shared on X in the past couple of weeks, as sororities have begun recruiting for the new school year. The videos come from TikTok, where sorority dance videos have long been popular. But they've been presented on X with a new gloss: Democrats, liberals, and leftists are enraged by pretty, mostly white young women who are dancing happily. It drives them up the wall when a woman is blond! Do not let a liberal see a woman smiling while wearing a short denim skirt.



The only thing that is missing is evidence of seething libs. Search around social media, and you might be surprised how difficult such reactions are to find. In fact, I couldn't find a single one. When I asked Kinsey where he got the idea that people were angry about the sorority-recruitment videos, he didn't point me to any specific examples. He noted that many people replied to his posts saying that they weren't mad about the TikTok dances. But, he said, "I don't believe that."



By now, this is all familiar. Recall the recent controversy over an American Eagle ad starring Sydney Sweeney, in which the actress hawked denim jeans by making a pun about her genes. A small number of people on social media did get very angry, and posted about how the ad sounded like a eugenics dog whistle. Their reaction was then amplified by right-wing commentators eager to make the point that the left hates hot women. The fact that the situation involved Sydney Sweeney, a celebrity who had already been evoked in culture-war debates in the past, drove even more attention. It turned into a full-blown news cycle. (I am confident my grandmother heard about this.)

Read: The discourse is broken

In both cases, this burst of bizarre posting is less a story about American politics than it is a story about social media and, specifically,  X. Whatever else you may say about Elon Musk's platform, it is the best place to watch a fake drama unfold.



Both of the videos that Joe Kinsey shared--of the girls with the flags and the girls with the trucker hats--were originally posted on their respective sororities' TikTok accounts. But the versions he shared had been uploaded to X by what appears to be an account called "Calico Cut Pants," which seemingly exists to move short-form videos from one platform to another. The account follows no one and is named after a sketch from the Tim Robinson Netflix show I Think You Should Leave. Other sorority dance videos have been pulled from TikTok and posted by an account called "Big Chungus," which also posts almost nothing but videos from other sites, paired with incendiary rhetoric.



Accounts like these can bring in money by driving engagement on X, thanks to a revenue-sharing program that debuted after Musk took over the site. Both Big Chungus and Calico Cut Pants have Premium badges, which means they can get paid for generating activity, including likes and replies. According to X's Creator Revenue Sharing guidelines, the company maintains some discretion in calculating the true "impact" of posts. For instance, engagement from other paid accounts is worth more than engagement from an unpaid account. It stands to reason that the best way to make money is to elicit some reaction to your content from the people who enjoy X enough to pay for it. Social media is replete with political outrage, and playing to either a liberal or conservative audience is likely to draw attention. (Certainly, plenty of accounts decrying MAGA values, real and exaggerated, exist.) But X, in particular, is a much more right-coded platform than it was a few years ago, and it makes sense to pander to the home crowd.



Consider "non aesthetic things," an account that has 4.9 million followers on X, all from posting short-form videos--sometimes relatable, sometimes nostalgic, generally just mind-numbing. Its bio links to an Instagram page that is full of ads for the gambling company Stake. (None of these accounts responded to requests for an interview.) The non aesthetic things account shared a video of sorority girls at Arizona State University who were performing in jean shorts, most of them quite short, and cowboy boots. The X caption makes reference to "their JEANS"--a subtle nod to the Sydney Sweeney panic. This pairing of footage and wink was a solid bet to produce a big reaction.



Given all the attention the Sweeney dustup received, returning to it is logical for engagement farmers. "BREAKING," wrote a pro-Trump account called "Patriot Oasis" that almost exclusively posts short-form videos, "Sorority at the University of Oklahoma wearing 'Good Genes' is going VIRAL showcasing pure American beauty. Liberals are OUTRAGED online." The caption suggested that the sorority is participating in some kind of activist response to the villainization of Sydney Sweeney, though there is no reason to believe that. The girls in the video never say anything about politics, Sydney Sweeney, genes, or even jeans. The sorority has been making similar dance videos for years.



Nevertheless, the right-wing influencer Charlie Kirk reposted Patriot Oasis to his 5.1 million followers and asked, "Do you see the difference between conservative and liberal women?" Underneath his post, a Community Note generated by other users pointed out that the video doesn't reveal whether the women are conservative or not. But that hardly mattered. Many others made the same argument in the replies to Kirk's post, driving up engagement. Although the original post has since been deleted, Kirk's repost has more than 3.8 million views.

Read: Everyone wants to be a hot, anxious girl on Twitter

Sorority dances worked well on social media even before they were inserted into a fake culture-war debate, because they are briefly hypnotic due to the weirdness of so many people moving in the same way while wearing such similar outfits. They offer the muted thrill of a flash mob. But plucked from their original context, they offer more. Someone finds them and puts them on X with just a phrase or two of framing and they blow up.



People watch the videos of young women dancing and gleefully share them, writing, for example, "nothing is more triggering to leftists," and "at what point do you just give up if you're a lib?" and "America is BACK and Democrats hate it." There is no need to point to an actual instance of a leftist or lib or Democrat being triggered. It is easy enough to imagine how triggered they are.
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Don't Believe What AI Told You I Said

The chatbots are lying about me.

by Yair Rosenberg




John Scalzi is a voluble man. He is the author of several New York Times best sellers and has been nominated for nearly every major award that the science-fiction industry has to offer--some of which he's won multiple times. Over the course of his career, he has written millions of words, filling dozens of books and 27 years' worth of posts on his personal blog. All of this is to say that if one wants to cite Scalzi, there is no shortage of material. But this month, the author noticed something odd: He was being quoted as saying things he'd never said.

"The universe is a joke," reads a meme featuring his face. "A bad one." The lines are credited to Scalzi and were posted, atop different pictures of him, to two Facebook communities boasting almost 1 million collective members. But Scalzi never wrote or said those words. He also never posed for the pictures that appeared with them online. The quote and the images that accompanied them were all "pretty clearly" AI generated, Scalzi wrote on his blog. "The whole vibe was off," Scalzi told me. Although the material bore a superficial similarity to something he might have said--"it's talking about the universe, it's vaguely philosophical, I'm a science-fiction writer"--it was not something he agreed with. "I know what I sound like; I live with me all the time," he noted.

Bogus quotations on the internet are not new, but AI chatbots and their hallucinations have multiplied the problem at scale, misleading many more people, and misrepresenting the beliefs not just of big names such as Albert Einstein but also of lesser known individuals. In fact, Scalzi's experience caught my eye because a similar thing had happened to me. In June, a blog post appeared on the Times of Israel website, written by a self-described "tech bro" working in the online public-relations industry. Just about anyone can start a blog at the Times of Israel--the publication generally does not edit or commission the contents--which is probably why no one noticed that this post featured a fake quote, sourced to me and The Atlantic. "There's nothing inherently nefarious about advocating for your people's survival," it read. "The problem isn't that Israel makes its case. It's that so many don't want it made."

As with Scalzi, the words attributed to me were ostensibly adjacent to my area of expertise. I've covered the Middle East for more than a decade, including countless controversies involving Israel, most recently the corrupt political bargain driving Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu's actions in Gaza. But like Scalzi, I'd never said, and never would say, something so mawkish about the subject. I wrote to the Times of Israel, and an editor promptly apologized and took the article down. (Miriam Herschlag, the opinion and blogs editor at the paper, later told me that its blogging platform "does not have an explicit policy on AI-generated content.")

Getting the post removed solved my immediate problem. But I realized that if this sort of thing was happening to me--a little-known literary figure in the grand scheme of things--it was undoubtedly happening to many more people. And though professional writers such as Scalzi and myself have platforms and connections to correct falsehoods attributed to us, most people are not so lucky. Last May, my colleagues Damon Beres and Charlie Warzel reported on "Heat Index," a magazine-style summer guide that was distributed by the Chicago Sun-Times and The Philadelphia Inquirer. The insert included a reading list with fake books attributed to real authors, and quoted one Mark Ellison, a nature guide, not a professional writer, who never said the words credited to him. When contacted, the author of "Heat Index" admitted to using ChatGPT to generate the material. Had The Atlantic never investigated, there likely would have been no one to speak up for Ellison.

Read: At least two newspapers syndicated AI garbage

The negative consequences of this content go well beyond the individuals misquoted. Today, chatbots have replaced Google and other search engines as many people's primary source of online information. Everyday users are employing these tools to inform important life decisions and to make sense of politics, history, and the world around them. And they are being deceived by fabricated content that can leave them worse off than when they started.

This phenomenon is obviously bad for readers, but it's also bad for writers, Gabriel Yoran told me. A German entrepreneur and author, Yoran recently published a book about the degradation of modern consumer technology called The Junkification of the World. Ironically, he soon became an object lesson in a different technological failure. Yoran's book made the Der Spiegel best-seller list, and many people began reviewing and quoting it--and also, Yoran soon noticed, misquoting it.

An influencer's review on XING, the German equivalent of LinkedIn, included a passage that Yoran never wrote. "There's quotes from the book that are mine, and then there is at least one quote that is not in the book," he recalled. "It could have been. It's kind of on brand. The tone of voice is fitting. But it's not in the book." After this and other instances in which he received error-ridden AI-generated feedback on his work, Yoran told me that he "felt betrayed in a way." He worries that in the long run, the use of AI in this manner will degrade the quality of writing by demotivating those who produce it. If material is just going to be fed into a machine that will then regurgitate a sloppy summary, "why weigh every word and think about every comma?"

Like other online innovations such as social media, large language models do not so much create problems as supercharge preexisting ones. The internet has long been awash with fake quotations attributed to prominent personalities. As Abraham Lincoln once said, "You can't trust every witticism superimposed over the image of a famous person on the internet." But the advent of AI interfaces churning out millions of replies to hundreds of millions of people--ChatGPT and Google's Gemini have more than 1 billion active users combined--has turned what was once a manageable chronic condition into an acute infection that is metastasizing beyond all containment.

Read: The entire internet is reverting to beta

The process by which this happens is simple. Many people do not know when LLMs are lying to them, which is unsurprising given that the chatbots are very convincing fabulists, serving up slop with unflappable confidence to their unsuspecting audience. That compromised content is then pumped at scale by real people into their own online interactions. The result: Meretricious material from chatbots is polluting our public discourse with Potemkin pontification, derailing debates with made-up appeals to authority and precedent, and in some cases, defaming living people by attributing things to them that they never said and do not agree with.

More and more people are having the eerie experience of knowing that they have been manipulated or misled, but not being sure by whom. As with many aspects of our digital lives, responsibility is too diffuse for accountability. AI companies can chide users for trusting the outputs they receive; users can blame the companies for providing a service--and charging for it--that regularly lies. And because LLMs are rarely credited for the writing that they help produce, victims of chatbot calumny struggle to pinpoint which model did the deed after the fact.

You don't have to be a science-fiction writer to game out the ill effects of this progression, but it doesn't hurt. "It is going to become harder and harder for us to understand what things are genuine and what things are not," Scalzi told me. "All that AI does is make this machinery of artifice so much more automated," especially because the temptation for many people is "to find something online that you agree with and immediately share it with your entire Facebook crowd" without checking to see if it's authentic. In this way, Scalzi said, everyday people uncritically using chatbots risk becoming a "willing route of misinformation."

The good news is that some AI executives are beginning to take the problems with their products seriously. "I think that if a company is claiming that their model can do something," OpenAI CEO Sam Altman told Congress in May 2023, "and it can't, or if they're claiming it's safe and it's not, I think they should be liable for that." The bad news is that Altman never actually said this. Google's Gemini just told me that he did.
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The American Car Industry Can't Go On Like This

Ford is taking drastic steps to compete with China's cheap EVs. Even that might not be enough.

by Patrick George




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

Last year, Ford CEO Jim Farley commuted in a car that wasn't made by his own company. In an effort to scope out the competition, Farley spent six months driving around in a Xiaomi SU7. The Chinese-made electric sedan is one of the world's most impressive cars: It can accelerate faster than many Porsches, has a giant touch screen that lets you turn off the lights at your house, and comes with a built-in AI assistant--all for roughly $30,000 in China. "It's fantastic," Farley said about the Xiaomi SU7 on a podcast last fall. "I don't want to give it up."



Farley has openly feared what might happen to Ford if more Americans can get behind the wheel of the Xiaomi SU7. Ford was able to import a Xiaomi from Shanghai for testing purposes, but for now, regular Americans cannot buy the SU7 or another one of the many affordable and highly advanced EVs made in China. Stiff tariffs and restrictions on Chinese technology have kept them out of the U.S. If things changed, Ford--along with all other automakers in the U.S.--would be in serious danger. Chinese EVs can be so cheap and high tech that they risk outcompeting all cars, not just electric ones. In the rest of the world, traditional automakers are already struggling as Chinese cars hit the market. In Europe, Chinese brands now have roughly as much share of the market as Mercedes-Benz. "We are in a global competition with China," Farley said earlier this year. "And if we lose this, we do not have a future at Ford."



It might sound a bit overblown. American auto executives delivered similar warnings about Japan in the '80s--and Ford's still standing today. But this week, Ford signaled, in unusually clear terms for the auto industry, that it sees China as an existential threat. At a Ford factory in Louisville, Kentucky, Farley announced a series of drastic countermeasures to begin making cheaper electric cars that can compete with Xiaomi and other Chinese companies. The changes are so fundamental that Ford is retooling the assembly line itself--the very thing Henry Ford used to get the world motoring a century ago.



Ford's answer to China starts with--what else?--a pickup truck. In 2027, the Louisville plant will produce a new electric truck starting at $30,000. By today's standards, this would be one of the cheapest new EVs you can buy in America. It will cost far less than Ford's current electric truck, the F-150 Lightning Pro, which starts at about $55,000. Plenty of Americans might get excited about a decent, affordable electric truck. But what's more important than the price is how it'll be made.



Ford's other EVs, including the F-150 Lightning and electric Mustang Mach-E, were heavily adapted from existing gas-powered models. Those vehicles are built by cobbling together a hodgepodge of individual components that evolved independently of one another over time, like a house that's been slowly renovated several times across decades. Retrofitting a design for a big, expensive EV battery comes with all kinds of compromises, including high costs. Ford realized early on that it was spending billions of dollars on wiring, among other things that its competitors such as Tesla didn't need to deal with, because their electric cars are purpose-built from the ground up. No wonder, then, that Ford's electric division has racked up $2 billion in losses in just the first half of this year alone.



Ford's approach with its new truck is more like bulldozing the entire house and starting from scratch. A small team full of former Tesla and Apple engineers, working out of California, designed the process. The new truck will be made with 20 percent fewer parts than a traditional gas vehicle, Ford has said, and half as many cooling hoses. The company has "no illusion that we have one whiz-bang idea" to keep costs down, says Alan Clarke, Ford's head of advanced EV development, who spent a dozen years as a top Tesla engineer. "We've had to do hundreds of things to be able to meet this price point."



For Ford, a single $30,000 electric truck is hardly a sufficient answer to China's inexpensive EVs. The bigger development might be the factory itself. Besides adding robots, the company's assembly line hadn't changed much since the days of Henry Ford. At the revamped Louisville plant, Ford is using what it's calling an "assembly tree" system: three "branches" where the vehicle's battery and major body parts converge to make the car with fewer parts. By doing so, Ford says, it'll crank out trucks up to 15 percent more quickly than the plant's current vehicles. It's one factory and one vehicle for now, Clarke says, but if successful, this approach could spread throughout Ford. "It is certainly the future of EV-making, one way or another," he told me.



In some ways, Ford is simply catching up to what China has already been doing. "Broadly, what Ford announced this week is already being done--just not by them," Tu Le, the founder of Sino Auto Insights, a research firm, told me. With EVs, the battery became the most expensive part of a vehicle--so carmakers, starting with Tesla, began to rethink how body parts and other components were made and come together, in order to cut costs. China ran with many of those ideas.



Ford's plans will be challenging to pull off. China has immense government subsidies, a huge pool of engineering talent, the world's best battery technology, and ultra-low labor costs. (According to Reuters, BYD, the Chinese EV giant,  recently advertised a factory position that pays roughly $850 a month.) Meanwhile, Donald Trump's One Big Beautiful Bill Act just gutted many EV subsidies and incentives that would have helped America catch up to China.



Legacy automakers have made big promises before about a forthcoming EV revolution, only to retreat, retrench, and rethink when things got hard, or when they got a pass from environmental regulators. Last year, Ford canceled a large electric SUV, and its current EV lineup is getting old while competitors such as General Motors have been rolling out new models all of the time. Ford's new truck is at least two years away, and China isn't waiting around. Chinese EVs are surging in developing countries like Nepal, Sri Lanka, Djibouti, and Ethiopia--where more limited gasoline infrastructure and lower EV-maintenance costs make them especially appealing. That competition is bad news for a company like Ford, which builds and sells cars all over the world. Ford's new car is designed to be exported as well, though the automaker won't say where yet.



A lot is riding on a $30,000 truck. As Chinese EVs take over the world, keeping them out of the U.S. becomes a tougher and tougher sell. It's not hard to imagine a company like BYD eventually getting the go-ahead to build a factory in the U.S. "I see a Chinese EV being built in the U.S. within Trump's current term," Le predicted. Those cars won't be as dirt cheap as they are in China when built with American labor, but they would still be considerably more advanced.



Henry Ford's company once reinvented how cars were built. The most alarming possibility for Ford is that it could do so all over again--and somehow, even that might not be enough.
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The AI Takeover of Education Is Just Getting Started

Was your kid's report card written by a chatbot?

by Lila Shroff




Rising seniors are the last class of students who remember high school before ChatGPT. But only just barely: OpenAI's chatbot was released months into their freshman year. Ever since then, writing essays hasn't required, well, writing. By the time these students graduate next spring, they will have completed almost four full years of AI high school.



Gone already are the days when using AI to write an essay meant copying and pasting its response verbatim. To evade plagiarism detectors, kids now stitch together output from multiple AI models, or ask chatbots to introduce typos to make the writing appear more human. The original ChatGPT allowed only text prompts. Now students can upload images ("Please do these physics problems for me") and entire documents ("How should I improve my essay based on this rubric?"). Not all of it is cheating. Kids are using AI for exam prep, generating personalized study guides and practice tests, and to get feedback before submitting assignments. Still, if you are a parent of a high schooler who thinks your child isn't using a chatbot for homework assistance--be it sanctioned or illicit--think again.

Read: AI cheating is getting worse

The AI takeover of the classroom is just getting started. Plenty of educators are using AI in their own job, even if they may not love that chatbots give students new ways to cheat. On top of the time they spend on actual instruction, teachers are stuck with a lot of administrative work: They design assignments to align with curricular standards, grade worksheets against preset rubrics, and fill out paperwork to support students with extra needs. Nearly a third of K-12 teachers say they used the technology at least weekly last school year. Sally Hubbard, a sixth-grade math-and-science teacher in Sacramento, California, told me that AI saves her an average of five to 10 hours each week by helping her create assignments and supplement curricula. "If I spend all of that time creating, grading, researching," she said, "then I don't have as much energy to show up in person and make connections with kids."



Beyond ChatGPT and other popular chatbots, educators are turning to AI tools that have been specifically designed for them. Using MagicSchool AI, instructors can upload course material and other relevant documents to generate rubrics, worksheets, and report-card comments. Roughly 2.5 million teachers in the United States currently use the platform: "We have reason to believe that there is a MagicSchool user in every school district in the country," Adeel Khan, the company's founder, told me. I tried out the platform for myself: One tool generated a sixth-grade algebra problem about tickets for Taylor Swift's Eras tour: "If the price increased at a constant rate, what was the slope (rate of change) in dollars per day?" Another, "Teacher Jokes," was underwhelming. I asked for a joke on the Cold War for 11th graders: "Why did the Cold War never get hot?" the bot wrote. "Because they couldn't agree on a temperature!"



So far, much AI experimentation in the classroom has been small-scale, driven by tech-enthusiastic instructors such as Hubbard. This spring, she fed her course material into an AI tool to produce a short podcast on thermodynamics. Her students then listened as invented hosts discussed the laws of energy transfer. "The AI says something that doesn't make sense," she told her students. "See if you can listen for that." But some school districts are going all in on AI. Miami's public-school system, the third-largest in the country, initially banned the use of chatbots. Over the past year, the district reversed course, rolling out Google's Gemini chatbot to high-school classrooms where teachers are now using it to role-play historical figures and provide students with tutoring and instant feedback on assignments. Although AI initiatives at the district level target mostly middle- and high-school students, adults are also bringing the technology to the classrooms of younger children. This past year, Iowa made an AI-powered reading tutor available to all state elementary schools; elsewhere, chatbots are filling in for school-counselor shortages.

Read: The Gen Z lifestyle subsidy

Many schools still have bans on AI tools. A recent study on how kids are using AI in 20 states across the South and Midwest found that rural and lower-income students were least likely to say their schools permit AI use. The Houston Independent School District (HISD) offers one case study in what can go wrong when AI enters the classroom. This past school year, the district's curricula were seemingly tainted with AI slop, according to parents. In February, eighth graders viewed a slideshow depicting AI-generated art mimicking the style of the Harlem Renaissance. According to an op-ed in the Houston Chronicle written by two HISD parents, students were also given error-laden worksheets (one, on transportation technology, depicted a mix between a car and a chariot that was pulled by a horse with three back legs) and inscrutable discussion questions ("What is the exclamation point(s) to something that surprised you," one asked). An HISD spokesperson told me that the Harlem Renaissance images were indeed AI-generated using Canva, a graphic-design tool; he was unable to confirm whether AI was used in the other examples.

None of this is slowing AI's rollout in schools. This spring, President Donald Trump signed an executive order promoting AI use in the classroom with the goal of training teachers to integrate "AI into all subject areas" so that kids gain an expertise in AI "from an early age." The White House's push to incorporate AI in K-12 education has repeatedly emphasized public-private partnerships, a call that tech companies already appear to be embracing. Last month, Microsoft pledged to give more than $4 billion toward advancing AI education across K-12 schools, community and technical colleges, and nonprofits. The same week as Microsoft's announcement, the American Federation of Teachers, one of the country's largest teachers unions, announced a $23 million partnership with Microsoft, OpenAI, and Anthropic. One of the partnership's first efforts is a "National Academy for AI Instruction," opening in New York City this fall, where instructors will learn how to use AI for generating lesson plans and other tasks. The program then plans to expand nationally to reach 10 percent of U.S. teachers over the next five years.



Schools are stuck in a really confusing place. Everyone seems to agree that education needs an upgrade for the AI era. "Our students right now are going to be put at a disadvantage internationally if we don't evolve," Miguel Cardona, Joe Biden's education secretary, told me. But no one seems to agree on what those changes should look like. Since ChatGPT's release, the in-class essay, the oral exam, blue-book exams, and even cursive have all made something of a comeback in certain classrooms, in an effort to prevent students from outsourcing all their writing and thinking to AI. At the same time, AI aims to make work more efficient--which is exactly what students are using it for. In that sense, whether kids using AI on their homework counts as cheating is "almost a semantic issue," argues Alex Kotran, a co-founder of the AI Education Project, a nonprofit focused on AI literacy. Of course, try telling that to a concerned parent.



As Kotran points out, a middle ground exists between pretending students aren't using AI and encouraging them to rely on it nonstop. "Even if you believe that everybody is going to be using AI in the future," he told me, "it doesn't necessarily follow that the top priority should be getting students hands-on right away." Imagine if in 2007, schools had decided that the best way to prepare kids for the future was to force every student to spend all day in front of an iPhone. No matter what teachers', students', and parents' attitudes about AI in the classroom are, though, it's a reality they have to deal with. The path that schools take from here has direct implications for the future of AI more generally. The more reliant kids are on the technology now, the larger a role AI will play in their lives later. Once schools go all in, there's no turning back.
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Law and Order: Sandwich Crimes Unit

Serving justice to sandwich-wielding offenders takes expertise.

by Alexandra Petri




"WASHINGTON--The Justice Department worker accused of throwing a Subway sandwich at a federal agent was re-arrested by an armed team of at least a half-dozen US Marshals in a dramatic Wednesday night raid, new video shows.

Sean Charles Dunn, 37, was cuffed a second time inside his apartment about a mile northwest of the White House--after being slapped with a felony assault charge.

Footage of the raid was posted by the White House on X Thursday evening with the caption: 'Nighttime Routine: Operation Make D.C. Safe Again Edition.'"

-- The New York Post, August 15

Police headquarters, Washington, D.C., present day. A dusty, small office.

A trainee walks in carrying a cake with CONGRATULATIONS! 25 YEARS WITHOUT A SANDWICH-BASED CRIME written on it in large frosted letters. Senior Detective J, Junior Detective F, and Sergeant P are sitting around. Everyone claps.

Trainee: Who wants to blow it out?

A panicked junior detective, K, rushes in.

Detective K: Turn on the TV.

They turn on the TV. On the screen, footage of a DOJ employee tossing a hoagie at a federal law-enforcement officer and running off.

The trainee drops the cake.

Detective J: No!

Detective K: What in tarnation were those officers doing there? Don't they know the first thing about sandwich-crime prevention?

Trainee: It doesn't look like it hit very hard. Seemed soggy.

Lady Sleuth: No. They'll count it. Remember the hot-dog incident in '73?

Detective F: But a hot dog isn't a sandwich!

Detective J: The record keepers didn't agree.

Trainee: We should have fired the record keepers!

Detective J: (Slamming his fist on the table.) That's not how we DO things in the sandwich division. Doesn't matter if we get bad press, like a subpar panini. We don't cut corners, unless the sandwich in question is a round-type sandwich.

Detective F: Some are.

Officer J: You think 25 years without sandwich crime just HAPPENS?

Trainee: No.

Officer J: We worked for this. It hasn't been easy. When I got started on this beat, you couldn't walk down the street in Washington without having a grilled cheese shoved in your face, if you were lucky. Egg salad, if you weren't.

Detective F: Not all the sandwiches were harmless. Some were clubs. People were too frightened of sandwiches to build a Subway in Georgetown.

Officer K: I still have a scar from when I took a meatball sub to the chin in '96 and, afterward, got into an unrelated knife fight.

Officer J: I started here after transferring from the bread-crimes division in France. I spent decades hunting down a man who stole bread one time. My name is Javert, but that's not important. His name was Jean Valjean. I also resented him because I had just the one name and he had two.

Trainee: That seems excessive.

Officer Javert: I think so too! One name is enough for anyone.

Trainee: Oh, I meant, chasing him for--

Officer Javert: Right. It was. It turned out what he needed was rehabilitation and a second chance, not me chasing him across France, singing. But we learned from it! We realized if we were proactive rather than reactive, if we got involved in the communities we served, we could figure out what was going on and stop it.

Detective F: Most sandwich crimes are crimes of opportunity. People who aren't carrying sandwiches don't tend to commit sandwich crimes. They do other types of crime. We took that statistic to the chief and said, "You're sure you want us to go all in on eliminating sandwich crime? Not regular crime? Consider all the murders we could prevent if we just handed sandwiches to people who were about to do other crimes." And they said, "No, solve sandwich crime."

Detective F: Lunchables are a gateway.

Officer Javert: Teaching little kids to assemble their own sandwiches, as though it were play! We tackled all of that. We started from the bread up, tackling the root causes, and then the additional causes that were layered on top, and then any sauce that was on top of that.

Officer K: I remember when Mark Warner made what he claimed was a tuna melt. And everyone said, "Call the sandwich-crimes unit!"

Trainee: That was what started me down this path, sir. I saw it, and I knew it was an abomination, and I wanted to stop it.

Officer Javert: The point is, people trust us. We aren't just police officers. We know the community we serve. We know how to de-escalate. We look for non-carceral solutions. We ask: Why would someone want to throw a sandwich? How can we fix that? We know who has beef and if that beef is corned.

Detective F: That didn't happen overnight. We learned what to do: control the mayonnaise supply. And what to avoid: goofy, authoritarian displays of force.

Trainee: Most people don't even know there's such a thing as sandwich crime.

Officer K: Because no one has the urge.

Trainee: And that's because of all your tireless work.

Officer Javert: You can't just come in, on a whim--

Detective F: Or a caprese.

Officer Javert: --with troops! It's not right! (Stares at the TV and sighs.) And they just--they ruined it all! They're not stopping crime, regular or sandwich! They're just making good people anxious to walk through their own neighborhoods. I'm so angry I could throw a good-size flatbread!

Detective F: (Gasps in horror.) NO! You've been a mentor!

Officer Javert: With soft bread! A limp one, with the tomato already falling off! Just up into the air, not at any one in particular.

Officer K: Listen to yourself!

Officer Javert: No, you're right. I take it ba--

Six heavily armed federal law-enforcement officers knock down the door, handcuff Javert, and start to haul him off.

Officer K: Please! He's not carrying! And sandwiches aren't weapons!

Federal enforcement: Sandwich crime is a federal crime.

They drag him away, sirens blaring.

Officer K: That's way too many officers for a sandwich crime!

Trainee: I'm beginning to wonder if these people really care about solving sandwich crime at all.
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What the U.S.-Russia Summit Reveals

Plus, panelists joined to discuss the Trump administration's deployment of the National Guard in Washington, D.C.

by The Editors




Donald Trump traveled to Alaska yesterday to meet with Vladimir Putin. In the brief remarks that followed the summit, Trump acknowledged that he and the Russian president had not reached a deal to end the war in Ukraine. "There's no deal until there's a deal," Trump said. Panelists on Washington Week With The Atlantic joined to discuss the U.S.-Russia summit--and what the outcome might mean for Ukraine.

Meanwhile, the Trump administration this week deployed National Guard troops to take over Washington, D.C.'s police department. The president has said that there is a crime crisis in the capital city, even as violent-crime rates in D.C. have hit a 30-year low.

Joining the editor in chief of The Atlantic, Jeffrey Goldberg, to discuss this and more: David Ignatius, a foreign-affairs columnist at The Washington Post; Zolan Kanno-Youngs, a White House correspondent for The New York Times; Scott MacFarlane, a justice correspondent at CBS News; and Vivian Salama, a staff writer at The Atlantic.

Watch the full episode here.
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A 'MAHA Box' Might Be Coming to Your Doorstep

Robert F. Kennedy Jr. appears to have a plan to ship fresh food directly to Americans. Well, sort of a plan.

by Nicholas Florko




Millions of Americans might soon have mail from Robert F. Kennedy Jr. The health secretary--who fiercely opposes industrial, ultraprocessed foods--now wants to send people care packages full of farm-fresh alternatives. They will be called "MAHA boxes."



For the most part, MAHA boxes remain a mystery. They are mentioned in a leaked draft of a much-touted report that the Trump administration is set to release about improving children's health. Reportedly, the 18-page document--which promises studies on the health effects of electromagnetic radiation and changes in how the government regulates sunscreen, among many other things--includes this: "MAHA Boxes: USDA will develop options to get whole, healthy food to SNAP participants." In plain English, kids on food stamps might be sent veggies.



The idea might seem like a throwaway line in a wish list of policies. (Kush Desai, a deputy White House press secretary, told me that the leaked report should be disregarded as "speculative literature.") But MAHA boxes are also referenced in the budget request that President Donald Trump sent Congress in May. In that document, MAHA boxes full of "commodities sourced from domestic farmers and given directly to American households" are proposed as an option for elderly Americans who already get free packages of shelf-stable goods from the government. When I asked the Department of Health and Human Services for more information about MAHA boxes, a spokesperson referred me back to the White House; the Department of Agriculture, which runs the food-stamp program, did not respond.



MAHA boxes are likely to come in some form or another. Some of the packages might end up in the trash. Lots of people, and especially kids, do not enjoy eating carrots and kale. Just 10 percent of U.S. adults are estimated to hit their daily recommended portion of vegetables. But if done correctly, MAHA boxes could do some real good.



For years, nutrition experts have been piloting similar programs. A recent study that provided diabetic people with healthy meal kits for a year found that their blood sugar improved, as did their overall diet quality. Another, which provided people with a delivery of fruits and vegetables for 16 weeks, showed that consumption of these products increased by nearly half a serving a day. It makes sense: If healthy food shows up at your door, you're probably going to eat it. "Pretty much any American is going to benefit from a real healthy food box," Dariush Mozaffarian, the director of the Tufts Food Is Medicine Institute, told me.



Sending people healthy food could be a simple way to deal with one of the biggest reasons why poor Americans don't eat more fruits and veggies. The food-stamp program, otherwise known as SNAP, provides enrollees with a debit card they can use for food of their choosing--and a significant portion of SNAP dollars goes to unhealthy foods. Research finds that has less to do with people having a sweet tooth than it does the price of a pound of brussels sprouts. Several studies have found that, for food-stamp recipients, price is one of the biggest barriers to eating healthy. Many states already have incentives built into SNAP to encourage consumption of fruits and vegetables. MAHA boxes would be an even more direct nudge.



Most nutrition experts I spoke with for this story were much more supportive of MAHA boxes being sent to Americans in addition to food stamps than as a replacement for them. Exactly how the care packages would fit into other food-assistance programs isn't yet clear. Despite its shortcomings, SNAP is very effective at limiting hunger in America. Shipping heavy boxes of produce to the nation's poor is a much bigger undertaking than putting cash on a debit card.



There's also the question of what exactly these MAHA boxes will include. If the "whole, healthy food" in each care package includes raw milk and beef tallow--which Kennedy has promoted--that would only worsen American health. (His own eating habits are even more questionable: Kennedy once said that he ate so many tuna sandwiches that he developed mercury poisoning.) In May, after the Trump administration mentioned MAHA boxes in its budget request, a White House spokesperson told CBS News that the packages would be similar to food boxes that the first Trump administration sent during the pandemic in an effort to connect hungry families with food that would otherwise go to waste. According to a letter signed by Trump that was sent to recipients, each box was supposed to come with "nutritious food from our farmers." News reports at the time suggested that wasn't always the case. One recipient reportedly was shipped staples such as onions, milk, some fruit, and eggs, along with seven packages of hot dogs and two blocks of processed cheese. Another described their box as "a box full of old food and dairy and hot dogs."

Read: America stopped cooking with tallow for a reason

The COVID-era program did eventually deliver some 173 million food boxes. But it was still a failure, Gina Plata-Nino of the Food Research & Action Center, an organization that advocates for people on food-assistance programs, told me. The logistics were such a mess that they prompted a congressional investigation. Nonprofits, which helped distribute the packages, received "rotten food and wet or collapsing boxes," investigators were told. And the setup of the program was apparently so rushed that the government did not bother to check food distributors' professional references; investigators concluded that a "company focused on wedding and event planning without significant food distribution experience" was awarded a $39 million contract to transport perishables to food banks.



This time around, the White House doesn't have to navigate the urgency of a sudden pandemic in its planning. But questions remain about who exactly will be responsible for getting these boxes to millions of Americans around the country. The White House will likely have to partner with companies that have experience shipping perishable items to remote areas of the country. And although the White House budget says that MAHA boxes will replace a program that primarily provides canned foods to seniors through local food banks, it remains to be seen whether these organizations would have the resources to administer a program of this size.



Perhaps the Trump administration has already thought through all of these potential logistical hurdles. But trouble with executing grand plans to improve American health has been a consistent theme throughout Trump's tenures in office. In 2020, for example, he pledged to send seniors a $200 discount card to help offset rising drug costs. The cards never came amid questions about the legality of the initiative.



Americans do need to change their eating habits if we hope to improve our collective problems of diet-related disease. Getting people excited about the joys of eating fruits and vegetables is laudable. So, too, are some of Kennedy's other ideas on food, such as getting ultraprocessed foods out of school cafeterias. But Kennedy still hasn't spelled out how he will deliver on these grand visions. The government hasn't even defined what an ultraprocessed food is, despite wanting to ban them. The ideas are good, but a good idea is only the first step.
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The Two-Word Phrase Unleashing Chaos at the NIH

All research is allowed so long as it's "scientifically justifiable."

by Katherine J. Wu




Since January, President Donald Trump's administration has been clear about its stance on systemic racism and gender identity: Those concepts--championed by a "woke" mob, backed by Biden cronies--are made-up, irrelevant to the health of Americans, and unworthy of inclusion in research. At the National Institutes of Health, hundreds of research studies on health disparities and transgender health have been abruptly defunded; clinical trials focused on improving women's health have been forced to halt. Online data repositories that contain gender data have been placed under review. And top agency officials who vocally supported minority representation in research have been ousted from their jobs.

These attacks have often seemed at odds with the administration's stated goals of fighting censorship in science at the NIH and liberating public health from ideology. But its members behave as though they have no dogma of their own--just a wholehearted devotion to scientific rigor, in the form of what the nation's leaders have repeatedly called "gold-standard science." This pretense--that the government can obliterate entire fields of study while standing up for free inquiry--is encapsulated by what's become a favored bit of MAHA rhetoric: All research is allowed, the administration likes to say, so long as it's "scientifically justifiable."

On Friday, the phrase scientifically justified appeared several times in a statement by NIH Director Jay Bhattacharya that set the agenda for his agency and ordered a review of all research to make sure that it fits with the agency's priorities. "I have advocated for academic freedom throughout my career," he wrote in a letter to his staff that accompanied the statement. "Scientists must be allowed to pursue their ideas free of censorship or control by others." But his announcement went on to warn that certain kinds of data, including records of people's race or ethnicity, may not always be worthy of inclusion in research. Only when its consideration of those factors has been "scientifically justified," he wrote, would a project qualify for NIH support.

That message may seem unimpeachable--in keeping, even, with the priorities of the world's largest public funder of biomedical research: NIH-backed studies should be justified in scientific terms. But the demand that Bhattacharya lays out has no formal criteria attached to it. Scientific justifiability is, to borrow Bhattacharya's description of systemic racism, a "poorly-measured factor." It's imprecise at best and, at worst, a subjective appraisal of research that invites political meddling. (Neither the NIH nor the Department of Health and Human Services, which oversees it, responded to my questions about the meaning and usage of this phrase.)

Judging scientific merit has always been one of the NIH's most essential tasks. Tens of thousands of scientists serve on panels for the agency each year, scouring applications for funding; only the most rigorous projects are selected to receive portions of the agency's $47 billion budget--most of which goes to research outside the agency itself. All of the thousands of grants the agency has terminated this year under the Trump administration were originally vetted in this way, by subject-matter experts with deep knowledge of the underlying science. Many of the studies have been recast, in letters from the agency, as being "antithetical to the scientific inquiry," indifferent to "biological realities," or otherwise scientifically unjustified.

The same language from Bhattacharya's email appears in other recent NIH documents. Last week, an official at the agency sent me a copy of a draft policy that, if published, would prohibit the collection of all data on people's gender (as opposed to their sex) by any of the agency's researchers and grantees, regardless of their field of study. It allows for an exception only when the consideration of gender is "scientifically justified." The gender-data policy was uploaded to an internal portal typically reserved for agency guidance that is about to be published, but has since been removed. (Its existence was first reported by The Chronicle of Higher Education.) When reached for comment, an HHS official told The Atlantic that the policy had been shot down by NIH leadership, but declined to provide any further details on the timing of that shift, or who, exactly, had been involved in the policy's drafting or dismissal.

Still, if any version of this policy remains under consideration at the agency, its aims would be in keeping with others that are already in place. One NIH official told me that one of the agency's 27 institutes and centers, the National Institute for General Medical Sciences, has, since April, sent out hundreds of letters to grantees noting, "If this award involves human subjects research, information regarding study participant 'gender' should not be collected. Rather, 'sex' should be used for data collection and reporting purposes." Payments to those researchers, the official said, have been made contingent on the scientists agreeing to those terms within two business days. "Most have accepted," the official told me, "because they're desperate." (The current and former NIH officials who spoke with me for this article did so under the condition of anonymity, to be able to speak freely about how both Trump administrations have affected their work.)

Collecting data on study participants' gender has been and remains, in many contexts, scientifically justified--at least, if one takes that to mean supported by the existing literature on the topic, Arrianna Planey, a medical geographer at the University of North Carolina, told me. Evidence shows that sex is not binary, that gender is distinct from it, and that acknowledging the distinction improves health research. In its own right, gender can influence--via a mix of physiological, behavioral, and social factors--a person's vulnerability to conditions and situations as diverse as mental-health issues, sexual violence, cardiovascular disease, infectious diseases, and cancer.

The Trump administration has expressed some interest in gender-focused research--but in a way that isn't justified by the existing science in the field. In March, NIH officials received a memo noting that HHS had been directed to fund research into "regret and detransition following social transition as well as chemical and surgical mutilation of children and adults." That framing presupposes the conclusions of such studies and ignores the most pressing knowledge gaps in the field: understanding the long-term outcomes of transition on mental and physical health, and how best to tailor interventions to patients. (Bhattacharya's Friday statement echoed this stance, specifically encouraging "research that aims to identify and treat the harms these therapies and procedures have potentially caused to minors.")

According to the draft prohibition on collecting gender data, NIH-employed scientists would be eligible for an exception only when the scientific justification for their work is approved by Matthew Memoli, the agency's principal deputy director. Memoli has played this role before. After Trump put out his executive order seeking to abolish government spending on DEI, Memoli--then the NIH's acting director--told his colleagues that the agency's research into health disparities could continue as long as it was "scientifically justifiable," two NIH officials told me. Those officials I spoke with could not recall any instances in which NIH staff successfully lobbied for such studies to continue, and within weeks, the agency was cutting off funding from hundreds of research projects, many of them working to understand how and why different populations experience different health outcomes. (Some of those grants have since been reinstated after a federal judge ruled in June that they had been illegally canceled.)

The mixing of politics and scientific justifiability goes back even to Trump's first term. In 2019, apparently in deference to lobbying from anti-abortion groups, the White House pressured the NIH to restrict research using human fetal tissue--prompting the agency to notify researchers that securing new funds for any projects involving the material would be much more difficult. Human fetal tissue could be used in some cases, "when scientifically justifiable." But to meet that bar, researchers needed to argue their case in their proposals, then hope their projects passed muster with an ethics advisory board. In the end, that board rejected 13 of the 14 projects it reviewed. "They assembled a committee of people for whom nothing could be scientifically justified," a former NIH official, who worked in grants at the time of the policy change, told me. "I remember saying at the time, 'Why can't they just tell us they want to ban fetal-tissue research? It would be a lot less work.'"

The NIH's 2019 restriction on human-fetal-tissue research felt calamitous at the time, one NIH official told me. Six years later, it seems rather benign. Even prior to the change in policy, human fetal tissue was used in only a very small proportion of NIH-funded research. But broad restrictions on gathering gender data, or conducting studies that take race or ethnicity into account, could upend most research that collects information on people--amounting to a kind of health censorship of the sort that Bhattacharya has promised to purge.

The insistence that "scientifically justifiable" research will be allowed to continue feels especially unconvincing in 2025, coming from an administration that has so often and aggressively been at odds with conventional appraisals of scientific merit. Robert F. Kennedy Jr., the head of HHS, has been particularly prone to leaning on controversial, biased, and poorly conducted studies, highlighting only the results that support his notions of the truth, while ignoring or distorting others. During his confirmation hearing, he cited a deeply flawed study from a journal at the margins of the scientific literature as proof that vaccines cause autism (they don't); in June, he called Alzheimer's a kind of diabetes (it's not); this month, he and his team justified cutting half a billion dollars from mRNA-vaccine research by insisting that the shots are more harmful than helpful (they're not), even though many of the studies they cited to back their claims directly contradicted them. Kennedy, it seems, "can't scientifically justify any of his positions," Jake Scott, an infectious-disease physician at Stanford, who has analyzed Kennedy's references to studies, told me.

Bhattacharya's call for a full review of NIH research and training is predicated on an impossible, and ironic, standard. Scientists are being asked to prove the need for demographic variables that long ago justified their place in research--by an administration that has yet to show it could ever do the same.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/health/archive/2025/08/nih-scientifically-justified-research/683913/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





    
      
        
          	
            Health | The ...
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            Sexes | The Atlantic
          
        

      

      Video | The Atlantic

      
        
          	
            Health | The ...
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            Sexes | The Atlantic
          
        

      

    

  
    
      
        
          	
            Video | The Atlantic
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            Education | The ...
          
        

      

      Sexes | The Atlantic

      
        
          	
            Video | The Atlantic
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            Education | The ...
          
        

      

    

  
    
      
        
          	
            Sexes | The Atlantic
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            Science | The ...
          
        

      

      Education | The Atlantic

      
        
          	
            Sexes | The Atlantic
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            Science | The ...
          
        

      

    

  
    
      
        
          	
            Education | The ...
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            News | The Atlantic
          
        

      

      Science | The Atlantic

      
        
          	
            Education | The ...
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            News | The Atlantic
          
        

      

    

  
    
      
        
          	
            Science | The ...
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            Press Releases | The ...
          
        

      

      News | The Atlantic

      
        
          	
            Science | The ...
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            Press Releases | The ...
          
        

      

    

  
    
      
        
          	
            News | The Atlantic
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            Newsletters | The ...
          
        

      

      Press Releases | The Atlantic

      
        The Atlantic Announces Emily Bobrow and Katie Zezima as Senior Editors; Will Gottsegen and Jonathan Lemire Join as Staff Writers
        The Atlantic

        The Atlantic is announcing four new members of its editorial staff: Emily Bobrow and Katie Zezima will join as senior editors, both as part of the politics, global, and ideas team; Will Gottsegen was hired as a staff writer for The Atlantic's flagship newsletter, The Daily; and Jonathan Lemire, who has reported extensively on the Trump administration this year as a contributing writer, becomes a staff writer.More details from our editors about all four journalists follow:
	
	First, Emily Bobrow. ...

      

      
        
          	
            News | The Atlantic
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            Newsletters | The ...
          
        

      

    

  
	
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



<em>The Atlantic</em> Announces Emily Bobrow and Katie Zezima as Senior Editors; Will Gottsegen and Jonathan Lemire Join as Staff Writers




From left to right: Jonathan Lemire, Emily Bobrow, Katie Zezima, Will Gottsegen



The Atlantic is announcing four new members of its editorial staff: Emily Bobrow and Katie Zezima will join as senior editors, both as part of the politics, global, and ideas team; Will Gottsegen was hired as a staff writer for The Atlantic's flagship newsletter, The Daily; and Jonathan Lemire, who has reported extensively on the Trump administration this year as a contributing writer, becomes a staff writer.

More details from our editors about all four journalists follow:

	 First, Emily Bobrow. She comes to us from The Wall Street Journal, where she is a features editor and reporter for the Review section, and where she has gained a wonderful reputation as a creative, thoughtful and supportive editor, commissioning and editing some of the Journal's most widely read pieces. Previously she wrote the Journal's Weekend Confidential column. She has worked as a staff editor and writer at The Economist, covering culture, politics, and policy. Some of you may recall that Emily has also contributed to our pages, writing for the Family section on how the pandemic would put marriage even further out of reach for many Americans.
 


	 Katie Zezima is joining us after 11 years at The Washington Post, where she earned a similarly wonderful reputation for her wise stewardship of some of the paper's most ambitious work. A story doctor par excellence, Katie has guided memorable journalism that has racked up accolades and exposed abuses. Katie has led coverage on a variety of subjects, but her focus lately has been nature's wrath: hurricanes, droughts, fires, and the rising seas. Katie joined the Post as a White House correspondent during the Obama Administration and she later hit the presidential campaign trail, traveling to 33 states with GOP candidates, all running doomed campaigns against a political neophyte. She previously reported for The New York Times and the Associated Press.
 
 	 And a note about Jonathan Lemire, a journalism machine. He started with us as a contributing writer in January and has since published an impressive number of timely reports, taking readers inside the Trump administration's thinking, making a specialty of reporting on the president's foreign policy and a subspecialty of the Trump-Putin relationship. Before The Atlantic, Jonathan worked for Politico, the Associated Press, and the New York Daily News. He is the author of The Big Lie: Election Chaos, Political Opportunism, and the State of American Politics After 2020. Many of you know him because you've been interviewed by him on Morning Joe. Jon is a co-host of the show, and is seen on television roughly 22 hours every day. I've been on the show with him as he hosted and simultaneously reported for The Atlantic. It's an undeniably impressive trick.
 
 	 Will Gottsegen is joining as a staff writer on the newsletters team. You'll likely recognize Will's byline from the excellent writing he's already done for us in recent years. He's explained Donald Trump's fixation on crypto to our readers, interviewed Sam Bankman-Fried weeks before his arrest, and catalogued SBF's downfall. Will started his journalism career as a music critic and has been on staff at CoinDesk, Billboard, and SPIN.
 
 The clarity, humor, and sharpness of Will's writing make him a perfect fit for his new role as a Daily writer, where he will work alongside the indispensable David A. Graham to guide our newsletter readers through the biggest ideas and news of the day. David has deftly shouldered the Daily since taking over from the similarly indispensable Tom Nichols in February, and we're very excited about what David, Will, and the rest of the newsletter team will now be able to achieve together.
 


Recently announced editorial hires at The Atlantic include staff writers Tom Bartlett, Tyler Austin Harper, Anna Holmes, Sally Jenkins, Quinta Jurecic, Idrees Kahloon, 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.

Press Contacts: Anna Bross and Paul Jackson, The Atlantic | press@theatlantic.com
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        Donald Trump's Perfect Museum
        Alexandra Petri

        "The museums throughout Washington, but all over the Country are, essentially, the last remaining segment of 'WOKE.' The Smithsonian is OUT OF CONTROL, where everything discussed is how horrible our Country is, how bad Slavery was, and how unaccomplished the downtrodden have been - Nothing about Success, nothing about Brightness, nothing about the Future. We are not going to allow this to happen." -- Donald Trump, Truth Social, August 19Why are museums filled with artifacts from the past and stori...

      

      
        The Quest for a Liberal Stephen Miller
        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.Do Democrats need their own Stephen Miller? That's what the Rolling Stone journalist Asawin Suebsaeng reports hearing from many people on the left. Imagining a progressive version of Donald Trump's far-right-hand man is hard enough, much less justifying why this might be a good thing. But the idea seems...

      

      
        Trump's Half-Baked Approach to Negotiation
        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.On the surface, yesterday's White House summit on Ukraine showed an impressively unified front among President Donald Trump, major European leaders, and Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky. The participants all smiled and expressed optimism. Zelensky donned a suit, avoiding harangues like those he re...

      

      
        How Does Trump's Federal Takeover End?
        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 week after Donald Trump's federal takeover of Washington, D.C., the militarization of the city is escalating.Trump now says that he expects Congress to allow him to maintain control of D.C. police after a legally mandated 30-day limit. Members of the National Guards of Mississippi, Ohio, South Carol...

      

      
        Law and Order: Sandwich Crimes Unit
        Alexandra Petri

        "WASHINGTON--The Justice Department worker accused of throwing a Subway sandwich at a federal agent was re-arrested by an armed team of at least a half-dozen US Marshals in a dramatic Wednesday night raid, new video shows.Sean Charles Dunn, 37, was cuffed a second time inside his apartment about a mile northwest of the White House--after being slapped with a felony assault charge.Footage of the raid was posted by the White House on X Thursday evening with the caption: 'Nighttime Routine: Operation ...

      

      
        Seven Weekend Reads
        Rafaela Jinich

        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 this summer Sunday, spend time with stories about how the Ivy League broke America, parenting with friends, and more.How the Ivy League Broke America
The meritocracy isn't working. We need something new. (From 2024)
By David BrooksThe Type of Love That Makes People Happiest
When it comes to lasting r...

      

      
        The Pull--And the Risks--Of Intensive Parenting
        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.In 2024, Russell Shaw made the case for the Lighthouse Parent. "A Lighthouse Parent stands as a steady, reliable guide," Shaw writes, "providing safety and clarity without controlling every aspect of their child's journey." The term, used by the pediatrician Kenneth Ginsburg and others, is a useful re...

      

      
        What Muriel Spark Knew About Childhood
        Emma Sarappo

        This is an edition of the Books Briefing, our editors' weekly guide to the best in books. Sign up for it here.The most recent issue of The Atlantic taught me that the Scottish author Muriel Spark had, according to Judith Shulevitz, "a steely command of omniscience," and frequently played with "selective disclosure, irony, and other narrative devices." I knew that Spark was funny, and that her work was highly recommended by people whose taste I respect. But I quickly realized I had very few other ...

      

      
        The U.S.-Russia Summit Is Already a Win for Putin
        David A. Graham

        In Ukraine, the battle lines long ago calcified into a stalemate, with Russian invaders moving forward incrementally and occasionally getting pushed back. In the diplomatic sphere, however, the territory is shifting fast.When Donald Trump meets Russia's Vladimir Putin today in Anchorage, Alaska, the summit will be the latest in a series of concessions by the American president. Trump's affection for Putin has waned--"I got along well with Putin," he said this week, conspicuously adopting the past ...

      

      
        How to Make Life Feel a Little Nicer
        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.Last month, I wrote about my attempt to self-rejuvenate through small moments of joy, and I asked readers to submit some tips of their own. Boy, did you come through. Two clear themes emerged in the dozens of replies we received. The first: You people are wild about your pets! So many readers wrote in t...

      

      
        What Does 'Genius' Really Mean?
        Helen Lewis

        This is an edition of Time-Travel Thursdays, a journey through The Atlantic's archives to contextualize the present. Sign up here."When Paul Morphy plays seven games of chess at once and blindfold, when young Colburn gives impromptu solution to a mathematical problem involving fifty-six figures, we are struck with hopeless wonder," J. Brownlee Brown wrote in 1864. His Atlantic article had a simple headline: "Genius." Only seven years after the founding of this magazine, its writers were already a...

      

      
        Yes, Stephen Miller Is Surrounded by Criminals
        Alexandra Petri

        Thank goodness the National Guard is being called in. Lawlessness in D.C. is rampant, and someone needs to take a stand!Stephen Miller was correct to point out that D.C. is awash in crime. Everywhere he looks: criminals. He can barely take three steps without running into one. From the moment he arrives at work in the morning until the second he leaves, one crime after another, piling horrendously high. Illegality everywhere, and casual disregard for the well-being of law-abiding Americans!Some p...
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Donald Trump's Perfect Museum

Why are museums filled with artifacts from the past? Why don't they include things from the future?<strong> </strong>

by Alexandra Petri




"The museums throughout Washington, but all over the Country are, essentially, the last remaining segment of 'WOKE.' The Smithsonian is OUT OF CONTROL, where everything discussed is how horrible our Country is, how bad Slavery was, and how unaccomplished the downtrodden have been - Nothing about Success, nothing about Brightness, nothing about the Future. We are not going to allow this to happen." -- Donald Trump, Truth Social, August 19

Why are museums filled with artifacts from the past and stories about the past? Why don't museums include things from the future? These are normal questions that everyone has about museums, not just me, Donald J. Trump. I have certainly been to a museum even once and, more important, I understand how linear time works.

For too long, the Smithsonian has been doing museum wrong. I keep asking, Why do we only have things from the past here? Why don't we have anything from the future? Such as ... tesseract? Such as Bene Gesserit witch? Such as little angry box that poor Timothee Chalamet has to stick his hand in as endurance test? Such as ... sandworm?

They say, But sir, we have a space shuttle. But sir, we have the Wright Brothers' airplane! But sir, we have the Enola Gay! I say, What is that? I thought we got rid of all that with the DEI. They say, No sir, it's a plane. It has to do with nuclear.

At museums, they make you feel bad. First, about slavery. Then, about other things. They say, Sir, don't sit there. Sir, you can't touch that. Sir, put that down. Sir, the ropes mean "Don't touch." Enough! If I wanted to go to a big marble building and get told to feel bad, I would attend church.

And they have all these bones. They say, This is a dinosaur. I say, No it's not! It's a bunch of bones stuck together. If it was a dinosaur, believe me, we wouldn't be standing here chatting. I guess they can't afford the live ones like in Jurassic Park. That is the first thing the Smithsonian should fix. Get real dinosaurs. Get them from the mosquitoes in the amber.

Then they have the botanical garden, which is a kind of jail for plants. I keep saying, What did these plants do? Why don't they let the plants out? I can't understand it.

Then they have the natural-history museum and also the regular-history museum. I said, Why isn't American history considered natural? What's so unnatural about it? This is out-of-control Woke!

Air and Space Museum I didn't go to, because it sounded empty.

At every museum, you go into a room and you have to read a little plaque with a story about the past. If I wanted to read or to think about the past, I would have led my entire life in a different way. And all these stories about the past just make me feel bad. They should make up better stories about the past instead. Some can be sad, like River of Blood and Bowling Green Massacre. Some can be happy, like how I have already ended six wars that no one knows about! Some can be medium, like the War of 1812. And if people mention slavery, they should be fair! Maybe it was gruesomely, gut-wrenchingly, nightmarishly horrible, the original sin of the country that still stains everything, but maybe ... it wasn't! We may never know, especially if we stop reading books and force the museums to stop mentioning it. No one can really say.

To me, the perfect museum is a bright room full of items from the future where you don't think about slavery at all. I guess I am describing an Apple Store. That's how museums should be.

The first thing that should happen when you walk into a museum is that six big men, weeping, should take your coat and tell you, Sir, you are terrific. Then they should let you sit down. You should be able to see the whole museum sitting down. Which you could do if the museum were properly focused on FUTURE.

Instead of walking into a room full of pictures and stories about mostly dead people who photographed poorly, you should walk into a big room full of mirrors. But the mirrors that make you look skinny, not the other ones. Then the mirrors should open and--boom! You are in the future.

The first room is just hoverboards!

The next few rooms are full of even more thrilling future objects. Blasters. Lightsabers. Replicators. Replicants. That Star Trek device that diagnoses and treats all your ailments, and RFK Jr. standing next to it saying you're not allowed to use it. (Special partnership with MAHA!) The Statue of Liberty, but wrecked, with Charlton Heston screaming, "YOU MANIACS!!" A Jaeger and, for balance, a Kaiju. The transporter device you can get into with a fly, and when you come out, you are also half fly! That's fun.

Then there's a room where you can see all the other timelines of your life. I'm in jail for most of mine. You can take a selfie there if you want to.

In the next room: the Twilight Zone. Visitors can take turns being the little boy who can wish people into a cornfield. For now, it is still my turn.

Then there's a room that is just BRIGHTNESS! Empty and totally white. Just the way Stephen Miller is trying to make the country.

Then you ride a moving walkway to the gift shop, where you can buy a commemorative Success. Brightness. Future. T-shirt for $1 million and, unrelatedly, receive an invitation to dinner with me, the president.

Through the final door, the future, just as George Orwell imagined it! Never mind. That's the exit.
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The Quest for a Liberal Stephen Miller

Some Democrats believe that their best bet might be to imitate prominent Republicans, but they're misdiagnosing their party's problem.

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.

Do Democrats need their own Stephen Miller? That's what the Rolling Stone journalist Asawin Suebsaeng reports hearing from many people on the left. Imagining a progressive version of Donald Trump's far-right-hand man is hard enough, much less justifying why this might be a good thing. But the idea seems inevitable in a party that has already launched searches for a Democratic Joe Rogan, a Democratic Donald Trump, and a Democratic Project 2025. Even as voters keep telling pollsters that they find the Democratic Party inauthentic, some of its leaders are looking for cheap, left-of-center knockoffs of existing products.

Growing numbers of voters disapprove of Trump, but they don't see Democrats as a viable alternative. The party's own voters describe it with terms such as "weak" and "apathetic." Americans tell pollsters that Democrats are "more focused on helping other people than people like me." In interviews and focus groups, they complain that Democrats have muddled messages or are talking down to them. The New York Times reports today that Democratic Party registration is losing ground to the GOP in the 30 states that track these numbers.

The desire for a Miller Lite reveals Democrats' misunderstanding of their own problem. Democrats are facing a political challenge, as they struggle to communicate their goals to voters in an appealing way. But Miller hasn't been particularly successful at winning over voters. In fact, he's manifestly unappealing as a public figure and apparently as a colleague, to say nothing of his condiment preferences. Miller's own public approval rating is 11 points underwater, and as he's put his agenda into action, Trump keeps getting less popular, too. What makes Miller such an effective policy maven is his devotion to his worldview, and his willingness to sweep aside almost any barriers that might impede his ability to implement it--including public opposition. If Democrats actually got their hands on a Miller Lite, he might only make them less popular.

Suebsaeng's account of what he's hearing exposes this muddled thinking. He writes that people don't "want the mirror image of the lawlessness per se," but they do desire someone "willing to do or say anything and force practically the entire government even people who technically outrank him to violate laws and norms." Some people might imagine that you could find a ruthless champion of liberal policy ideas without Miller's unfortunate tendency to run roughshod over the rules, but that's part of Miller's full package: He's able to succeed because he has little respect for them. Though a liberal equivalent might be able to drive through some policies, the cost of further destroying the rule of law would be an abandonment of the party's most basic values. Leftist authoritarianism with good health-care coverage is not an appealing alternative to Trumpism. It's Cuba.

The search for Democratic dupes--pun very much intended--in other areas encounters similar challenges. "The search for a liberal Joe Rogan has led Democrats to an unlikely candidate: Jaime Harrison, their former party chair," Semafor reported last month. Quite unlikely, in fact. Harrison seems like a nice enough guy, which is perhaps one reason his new podcast hasn't found much audience in an ecosystem that values excitement and conflict. Another problem is the guest lineup, which is mostly Democratic politicians and also Hunter Biden. If Democrats think this is a response to Rogan, they're badly mistaken. Rogan is a podcaster who talks about politics, not a political podcaster. His appeal comes in part from his reputation as an everyman who is at least ostensibly open to persuasion.

California Governor Gavin Newsom has created a lot of buzz in recent days for X posts from his press office that mimic the Trump style--ALL CAPS, stilted diction, memes, and more. This has had the effect of bringing attention to Gavin Newsom, and also of trolling a clueless Dana Perino. Overall, these posts have the form of a joke--it's recognizable to everyone but Perino as a burlesque--but they don't really have any humor. What political project they serve other than entrenching Trump's style is obscure.

Some Democrats are also seeking to replicate the success of Project 2025, the Heritage Foundation-led plan that has been a blueprint for the Trump administration. Here, at least, they seem to be closer to thinking about comparisons with the GOP in a parallel way: Project 2025 has been successful because it is a policy document, not a piece of political strategy. It begins with a worldview--for a religious, traditionalist society--and only then lays out plans to achieve it. But The New York Times reports that the people behind "Project 2029" are trying to gather a range of thinkers from across the Democratic spectrum, which risks producing a great deal of infighting about priorities, rather than a unified plan.

During the Trump era, the GOP agenda has become flattened into whatever Donald Trump and influential advisers say it is. Other Republicans have either adjusted their views or left the party. A figure like Miller both creates and benefits from this uniformity. Democrats can't really replicate that. Their coalition is far more diverse, and there's no major ideological leader of the party, except Bernie Sanders, whose agenda most Democratic elected officials (and voters) don't subscribe to. (Both parties used to be much more ideologically heterogeneous than they are today, although the GOP coalition has narrowed faster than the Democratic one.) Democrats have a lot of policy ideas, some of them in conflict; the upside of a diverse coalition is lots of different approaches.

Every time I hear about the quest for a "liberal Joe Rogan," I'm reminded of a passage by Ta-Nehisi Coates, who quoted Saul Bellow dismissing African culture by asking, "Who is the Tolstoy of the Zulus?" In reply to Bellow, the journalist Ralph Wiley wrote, "Tolstoy is the Tolstoy of the Zulus." This is a lesson about universality, but it can also be a reminder of the value of producing your own ideas and work. Joe Rogan already exists; the left needs its own authentic voice, and he or she won't sound like Rogan. For Democrats, imitation is the sincerest forum for getting flattened.

Related:

	The real problem with the Democrats' ground game
 	The Democrats' biggest Senate recruits have one thing in common.




Here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	 A letter to America's discarded public servants
 
 	 The dangerous legal strategy coming for our books
 
 	 The David Frum Show: How ICE became Trump's secret army
 
 	 Trump keeps defending Russia, Tom Nichols writes.
 




Today's News

	 The Republican-controlled Texas House of Representatives began debating a redistricting proposal this morning that could deliver five additional U.S. House seats to the GOP--legislation that is expected to pass.
 
 	U.S. and European military leaders have begun discussing postwar security guarantees for Ukraine, according to U.S. officials and sources. The White House said yesterday that Russian President Vladimir Putin has agreed to meet with Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky, though the Kremlin has not yet confirmed a meeting.
 	 President Donald Trump called for Federal Reserve Governor Lisa Cook to resign over unconfirmed mortgage-fraud allegations.
 




Evening Read


Takako Kido for The Atlantic



A Tale of Sex and Intrigue in Imperial Kyoto

By Lauren Groff

In mid-April, I flew to Japan because I'd become obsessed with an 11th-century Japanese novel called The Tale of Genji. I also had a frantic longing to escape my country. At its best, literature is a way to loft readers so far above the burning present that we can see a vast landscape of time below us. From the clouds, we watch the cyclical turn of seasons and history, and can take a sort of bitter comfort in the fact that humans have always been a species that simply can't help setting our world on fire.
 I was bewildered that The Tale of Genji had such a hold on me at this particular moment: It is a wild, confounding work that many consider to be the first novel ever written, by a mysterious woman whose true name we'll never know, but whom we call Murasaki Shikibu, or Lady Murasaki. The novel is more than 1,000 pages long, more than 1,000 years old, and larded with enigmatic poetry. It's about people whose lives differ so much--in custom, religion, education, wealth, privilege, politics, hierarchy, aesthetics--from the lives of 21st-century Americans that most of their concerns have become nearly illegible to us through the scrim of time and language.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	Western nations are taking a key step toward a two-state solution.
 	The rise of "cute debt"
 	The Democrats' biggest Senate recruits have one thing in common.




Culture Break


Larry Towell / Magnum



Read. Kate Riley's perceptive debut novel, Ruth, depicts the life of a woman in a repressive sect without condescension, Hillary Kelly writes. Can a woman be happy without autonomy?

Watch. In 2020, Sophie Gilbert recommended 25 half-hour TV shows for anyone with a frazzled attention span.

Play our daily crossword.



Rafaela Jinich contributed to this newsletter.
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Trump's Half-Baked Approach to Negotiation

The president hasn't shown much interest in dealing with the messy details of diplomacy.

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.

On the surface, yesterday's White House summit on Ukraine showed an impressively unified front among President Donald Trump, major European leaders, and Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky. The participants all smiled and expressed optimism. Zelensky donned a suit, avoiding harangues like those he received over his military attire during his previous visit.

Yes, the leaders offered sometimes exaggerated praise for Trump, but the president also praised each of them in hyperbolic terms, and he had a few good lines, even if NATO Secretary General Mark Rutte laughed a little too hard at some of them.

The biggest division during the meeting was not about whether Trump is more sympathetic to Russia or Ukraine, the central question in the past. Instead, the disunity was over substance versus process. Trump appeared to treat the peace negotiation as basically a series of steps to be completed, while his counterparts were more focused on questions of cease-fires and security guarantees. This cleavage suggests that although European leaders appear to have succeeded--at least for now--in persuading Trump to move somewhat toward them and away from Russian President Vladimir Putin, turning that into a real peace will still be challenging.

For Trump, the answer to stopping the war appears to be getting the right sequence of meetings: First, he met with Putin; then he met with Zelensky; next, he will meet with both men and, he says, hammer out a deal. "We're going to try and work out a [trilateral meeting] after that and see if we can get it finished, put this to sleep," he said yesterday. (Zelensky was open to such a meeting yesterday. The White House said today that Putin has agreed as well, but the Kremlin has been publicly noncommittal.)

Zelensky and the other Europeans, meanwhile, were much more concerned about the details of what might come up at this eventual trilateral meeting, or along the way. For the pro-Ukraine bloc, the big victory from yesterday was a discussion of security guarantees for Ukraine--basically, assurances that once a peace deal is in place, allies will assist Ukraine if Russia restarts hostilities. Ursula von der Leyen, the president of the European Commission, discussed creating something similar to NATO's Article 5 mutual-defense agreement. But Trump was notably vague about what sort of commitments he might make.

Trump also wavered on the importance of a cease-fire. Prior to his summit with Putin in Alaska last week, Trump had insisted on a cessation of hostilities, which Putin flatly rejected. Now Trump seems to have given up on that. "All of us would obviously prefer an immediate cease-fire while we work on a lasting peace," he said. "And maybe something like that could happen. As of this moment, it's not happening." (As if to underscore the point, Russian drones struck Ukraine yesterday--though this sort of provocation also seems to be one reason for Trump's new openness to Ukraine.)

Some observers were appalled by Trump's meeting with Putin on American soil, noting that the Russian president is a butcher, an autocrat, and a war criminal wanted on international warrants. All of this is true, and nauseating, but as National Review's Rich Lowry notes, achieving peace will require dealing with Putin. (When President Barack Obama tried diplomacy with Iran, Republicans were outraged; now the roles are reversed.) Peace deals are judged on results, not always the character of those making them. Yasser Arafat and Henry Kissinger were Nobel Peace laureates, after all.

Sitting down, however, is not enough on its own, and if treated that way, it can simply encourage bad actors such as Putin by giving them status and recognition without requiring any or many concessions. Trump sees himself as a dealmaker, and he's often described--sometimes, though not always, positively--as transactional. But he is so personally motivated by deals per se that he doesn't always appear to grasp that others are not, or why they're not. Trump's approach to this negotiation has ignored the fact that Putin doesn't seem interested in a deal at all: He appears content to drag the war out as long as possible. Nor does Trump's method account for the fact that some terms of a peace deal would be so onerous as to make it unacceptable to Zelensky on patriotic and political grounds. Dealing with the messy details is hard work, and Trump has never shown much interest in, or patience for, policy minutiae.

This fetishization of process over substance has previously led Trump into the same diplomatic cul-de-sacs. In 2018--despite the skepticism of some of his own aides--he met with North Korea's Kim Jong Un in Singapore. The summit produced all the pageantry and pomp that Trump adores, and it led to a pen-pal relationship between the men, but in part because that was his focus, the gambit has not produced any breakthroughs on North Korea opening up, reducing nefarious activities overseas, or relinquishing nuclear weapons. Trump has held multiple meetings with Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu to try to move toward a peace deal in Gaza, but his inability to get much traction there has led him to lash out at his ally.

Other perils still dog the Ukraine peace process. Trump continues to speak about Russia's illegal invasion of Ukraine as though Ukraine had some choice or culpability in the matter. ("Russia is a powerful military nation, you know, whether people like it or not," he said on Fox & Friends this morning. "It's a much bigger nation. It's not a war that should have been started; you don't do that. You don't take--you don't take on a nation that's 10 times your size.") Trump also has a tendency to latch on to whatever he heard from the last person he spoke with, which explains his vacillation between Friday's friendliness to Putin and yesterday's chumminess with Zelensky, and makes it hard to know where he might settle.

But the biggest challenge at this moment is the nitty-gritty. Process is important and shouldn't be written off, but it's important because it provides a framework for resolving the substance. No peace deal can be achieved without accepting that.

Related:

	Trump buys more time for Putin.
 	Trump has no cards, Anne Applebaum writes.




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	 AI is a mass-delusion event, Charlie Warzel writes.
 
 	 The end of niche college sports
 
 	 The two-word phrase unleashing chaos at the NIH
 




Today's News

	Russian President Vladimir Putin promised to meet with Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky in the coming weeks, according to White House Press Secretary Karoline Leavitt.
 	In an interview on Fox News this morning, President Donald Trump said that no U.S. ground forces will go to Ukraine as part of any peace deal with Russia, but he is open to providing Ukraine with military air support.
 	The Justice Department has launched an investigation into whether Washington, D.C., police manipulated data to make the city's crime rates appear lower, according to The Washington Post.




More From The Atlantic

	Trump buys more time for Putin. 
 	Europe's free-speech problem
 	The sword and the book
 	Zelensky wasn't going to repeat his Oval Office disaster.
 	Dear James: Do I need to be nice to my aging stepfather?




Evening Read
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The Growing Cohort of Single Dads by Choice

By Faith Hill

Charlie Calkins grew up in a big extended family. We're talking about nearly 30 cousins--some of whom had their own kids. When he was in high school, he spent a lot of time with those young children: a position that some surly teens might resent but that Calkins adored. The idea that someday he would be a father himself seemed, to him, only natural.
 He just needed to wait for the right partner to show up. So he did: He waited and waited. He went to business school. He built a career in tech. He traveled. And he went on dates. When a relationship didn't work out, he'd return to "professional mode"--bouncing between "intermittent surges" of dating and work. "I spent a lot of my early adulthood going, When everything's right, it will happen," he told me. "I'm definitely a The stars will align kind of person. And then one day it hit me: They were not aligning."
 That's how Calkins ended up, in his 40s, making an appointment with a fertility clinic.




Read the full article.



Culture Break


Illustration by Hayley Wall for The Atlantic



Read. A new generation of disabled writers isn't interested in inspiring readers, Sophia Stewart writes.

Watch. Remaking an Akira Kurosawa masterpiece is no small task, but Highest 2 Lowest (out now in theaters) is a worthy attempt, David Sims writes.

Play our daily crossword.
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How Does Trump's Federal Takeover End?

The president has opened the door to a permanent military occupation of the nation's capital--and maybe other cities too.

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 week after Donald Trump's federal takeover of Washington, D.C., the militarization of the city is escalating.

Trump now says that he expects Congress to allow him to maintain control of D.C. police after a legally mandated 30-day limit. Members of the National Guards of Mississippi, Ohio, South Carolina, and West Virginia will soon be joining the D.C. National Guard in the streets. Humvees posted at places such as Union Station make the capital look more like the Green Zone in Baghdad than the place you get off the Amtrak. Federal agents appear to have torn down a political sign in a liberal neighborhood and refused to identify themselves or their agencies in confrontations. Although the Army initially said that the Guard would neither carry weapons nor make arrests, a Guard spokesperson told NPR yesterday, "Guard members may be armed consistent with their mission and training."

What exactly is their mission and training, though? National Guard troops prepare for civil unrest, which is why they're frequently called up when major protests break out. But D.C. isn't seeing big demonstrations--certainly not before Trump's takeover, and not really since, either, despite some smaller protests by residents.

As for the mission, that's even more obscure. Last Monday, Trump said that the plan was to "liberate" D.C. from crime. Depending on who you believe, the takeover was triggered by the president's desire to change the subject away from Jeffrey Epstein, a reflexive reaction to a Fox News segment about D.C., or anger about an attempted carjacking involving a former DOGE staffer. But Trump cited no acute emergency, and he hasn't explained what the goal is. With no stated objective, there can be no end point. (It can't be that crime ceases to exist, an impossible goal.) That raises the scary prospect that it could just go on forever--or slide into martial law around the country.

The past week has seen a lively meta-debate about crime data, in which some people point out that crime is down sharply from two years ago and even more drastically from 30 years ago, while others emphasize that D.C. still sees more murders than some other big cities. (None of this is necessarily in conflict.) Still others question--sometimes in good faith, sometimes in bad--how accurate the available statistics are.

But this is all a little beside the point. Nothing about these deployments suggests that they will durably solve any of the real problems. The Guard isn't trained for routine police work. The head of the Drug Enforcement Administration whom Trump tried to install atop the Metropolitan Police Department has no experience in municipal policing. The Washington Post's mapping shows that federal officers are mostly not in the district's highest-crime neighborhoods. Immigration arrests are, however, up sharply.

D.C. residents are hardly unfamiliar or uncomfortable with men and women in uniform. Civilians ride the Metro with service members, work with them in federal offices, or serve them in restaurants. Several military facilities are located in the city, and the Pentagon is just over the Potomac in Virginia. Yet many people are rattled and upset by the takeover. To choose one rough metric, restaurant reservations are down significantly. If the idea was to make residents feel safe, it isn't working. If the idea was to intimidate them, however, it might be.

Legally, Trump has control over the D.C. National Guard, and he also has the power to temporarily take over D.C. policing in a declared emergency (even if he hasn't actually identified any such circumstance). The addition of Guard troops from elsewhere is curious because, as the journalist Philip Bump reports, they come from states with cities more dangerous than D.C. Jackson, Mississippi, has the highest murder rate in the nation, compared with cities of the same size or larger. But the troops also come from states with Republican governors, making them into a force whose leaders are presumably more politically loyal to the president. The Associated Press delicately noted, "It's unclear why additional troops are needed."

The unique status of the District of Columbia gives Trump more power to put soldiers in the streets. The bounds of the law have still held so far. When the Justice Department tried to install an emergency police commissioner, supplanting the current police chief, the city sued, and the administration backed down. But Trump and some of his allies are eager to move into other states where their authority is not so clear.

"President Trump doesn't have a limitation on his authority to make this country safe again," border czar Tom Homan said last week. "There's no limitation on that." That's patently false, but it appears to be the animating force of administration actions. The Constitution and U.S. laws establish no such thing as martial law, and a president's power to use federal troops inside the country is circumscribed. Trump did not outline what authority he might claim for similar actions elsewhere, but in his announcement last week, he said he'd look at taking over New York and Chicago next. "I think that this is an experiment that's probably needed in a lot of the Democrat-run cities in America," Representative James Comer, a Kentuckian close to the White House, said recently. Trump and his allies have long been focused on Philadelphia, Baltimore, and St. Louis as well.

Nearly every major city is run by a Democrat, which makes them ripe targets for politicking and also for retribution. A group of Border Patrol agents showed up last week at a political rally in Los Angeles held by Governor Gavin Newsom, a Democrat and outspoken Trump critic, in what many of those present took as attempted intimidation. ("Our law enforcement operations are about enforcing the law--not about Gavin Newsom," a Department of Homeland Security official said in a social-media post.)

What's happening doesn't look like a carefully regimented and organized attempt at standing up a military dictatorship. Trump seldom acts with that sort of discipline. Instead, it looks like an improvisational and opportunistic grab of power--Trump seeing what he can get away with and what he can normalize. With no stated goal, and with an acquiescent Congress and Supreme Court, the country could end up with the U.S. military occupying its major cities before most Americans realize what's happening.

Related:

	Trump's farcical D.C. crackdown
 	Donald Trump doesn't really care about crime, Jonathan Chait argues.




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	 The only plausible path to end the war in Ukraine
 
 	 A nation of lawyers confronts China's engineering state.
 
 	 College students have already changed forever.
 




Today's News

	 President Donald Trump met with Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky and other European leaders at the White House, pushing a peace proposal that could involve territorial concessions to Russia. Zelensky, backed by European leaders, rejected the idea and instead pressed for firm U.S. security guarantees and a full prisoner exchange.
 
 	 Trump announced plans to issue an executive order banning mail-in ballots and voting machines ahead of the 2026 midterms.
 
 	Hurricane Erin has strengthened to a Category 4 storm and is expected to cause dangerous surf and rip currents along America's East Coast, according to the National Hurricane Center.




Dispatches

	The Wonder Reader: Parents' first instinct can be to give kids a solution and to get involved, Isabel Fattal writes. But that mindset can be exhausting for adults and damaging for kids.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by Jonelle Afurong / The Atlantic. Source: Source: Mike Hansen / Getty; mikroman6 / Getty.



Why Is Everything Spicy Now?

By Ellen Cushing

The Carolina Reaper is so hot, it makes jalapenos taste like milk. It's so hot, it causes people to hallucinate, vomit, pass out, wish they'd never been born. It's so hot that the guy who invented it--in 2012, by crossbreeding habaneros and Naga Viper peppers, each of which were once thought to be the hottest in the world--has said it tastes like eating "molten lava." Original-recipe Tabasco sauce is up to 5,000 Scoville heat units; habaneros are up to 350,000. The Reaper has been known to reach 2.2 million.
 To be clear, I have never tried it--none of the above sounds that fun to me. But you are welcome to. You can have it dusted onto cheese curls sold at your local grocery store, or on a slider at one of the more than 300 Dave's Hot Chicken locations nationwide, so long as you sign a waiver. I can't get over this: 15 years ago, our species could not imagine a pepper as hot as the Reaper, and now we can eat it with a lemonade and fries for lunch before heading back to the office.
 America is setting its mouth on fire.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	AI is a mass-delusion event, by Charlie Warzel
 	The mainstreaming of Zohran Mamdani
 	Trump has no cards, Anne Applebaum writes.
 	These books won't make you a better person.
 	Law and Order: Sandwich Crimes Unit, by Alexandra Petri




Culture Break


(c) Yifan Ling / Ocean Photographer of the Year



Take a look. A male orca breaching near the beach, thousands of skeleton shrimps, an underwater aurora: These are some of the finalists in this year's Ocean Photographer of the Year competition.

Examine. Francis Ford Coppola is trying to build a fan base for Megalopolis. It's awkward--and a misunderstanding of how fandom works, Shirley Li writes.

Play our daily crossword.
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Law and Order: Sandwich Crimes Unit

Serving justice to sandwich-wielding offenders takes expertise.

by Alexandra Petri




"WASHINGTON--The Justice Department worker accused of throwing a Subway sandwich at a federal agent was re-arrested by an armed team of at least a half-dozen US Marshals in a dramatic Wednesday night raid, new video shows.

Sean Charles Dunn, 37, was cuffed a second time inside his apartment about a mile northwest of the White House--after being slapped with a felony assault charge.

Footage of the raid was posted by the White House on X Thursday evening with the caption: 'Nighttime Routine: Operation Make D.C. Safe Again Edition.'"

-- The New York Post, August 15

Police headquarters, Washington, D.C., present day. A dusty, small office.

A trainee walks in carrying a cake with CONGRATULATIONS! 25 YEARS WITHOUT A SANDWICH-BASED CRIME written on it in large frosted letters. Senior Detective J, Junior Detective F, and Sergeant P are sitting around. Everyone claps.

Trainee: Who wants to blow it out?

A panicked junior detective, K, rushes in.

Detective K: Turn on the TV.

They turn on the TV. On the screen, footage of a DOJ employee tossing a hoagie at a federal law-enforcement officer and running off.

The trainee drops the cake.

Detective J: No!

Detective K: What in tarnation were those officers doing there? Don't they know the first thing about sandwich-crime prevention?

Trainee: It doesn't look like it hit very hard. Seemed soggy.

Lady Sleuth: No. They'll count it. Remember the hot-dog incident in '73?

Detective F: But a hot dog isn't a sandwich!

Detective J: The record keepers didn't agree.

Trainee: We should have fired the record keepers!

Detective J: (Slamming his fist on the table.) That's not how we DO things in the sandwich division. Doesn't matter if we get bad press, like a subpar panini. We don't cut corners, unless the sandwich in question is a round-type sandwich.

Detective F: Some are.

Officer J: You think 25 years without sandwich crime just HAPPENS?

Trainee: No.

Officer J: We worked for this. It hasn't been easy. When I got started on this beat, you couldn't walk down the street in Washington without having a grilled cheese shoved in your face, if you were lucky. Egg salad, if you weren't.

Detective F: Not all the sandwiches were harmless. Some were clubs. People were too frightened of sandwiches to build a Subway in Georgetown.

Officer K: I still have a scar from when I took a meatball sub to the chin in '96 and, afterward, got into an unrelated knife fight.

Officer J: I started here after transferring from the bread-crimes division in France. I spent decades hunting down a man who stole bread one time. My name is Javert, but that's not important. His name was Jean Valjean. I also resented him because I had just the one name and he had two.

Trainee: That seems excessive.

Officer Javert: I think so too! One name is enough for anyone.

Trainee: Oh, I meant, chasing him for--

Officer Javert: Right. It was. It turned out what he needed was rehabilitation and a second chance, not me chasing him across France, singing. But we learned from it! We realized if we were proactive rather than reactive, if we got involved in the communities we served, we could figure out what was going on and stop it.

Detective F: Most sandwich crimes are crimes of opportunity. People who aren't carrying sandwiches don't tend to commit sandwich crimes. They do other types of crime. We took that statistic to the chief and said, "You're sure you want us to go all in on eliminating sandwich crime? Not regular crime? Consider all the murders we could prevent if we just handed sandwiches to people who were about to do other crimes." And they said, "No, solve sandwich crime."

Detective F: Lunchables are a gateway.

Officer Javert: Teaching little kids to assemble their own sandwiches, as though it were play! We tackled all of that. We started from the bread up, tackling the root causes, and then the additional causes that were layered on top, and then any sauce that was on top of that.

Officer K: I remember when Mark Warner made what he claimed was a tuna melt. And everyone said, "Call the sandwich-crimes unit!"

Trainee: That was what started me down this path, sir. I saw it, and I knew it was an abomination, and I wanted to stop it.

Officer Javert: The point is, people trust us. We aren't just police officers. We know the community we serve. We know how to de-escalate. We look for non-carceral solutions. We ask: Why would someone want to throw a sandwich? How can we fix that? We know who has beef and if that beef is corned.

Detective F: That didn't happen overnight. We learned what to do: control the mayonnaise supply. And what to avoid: goofy, authoritarian displays of force.

Trainee: Most people don't even know there's such a thing as sandwich crime.

Officer K: Because no one has the urge.

Trainee: And that's because of all your tireless work.

Officer Javert: You can't just come in, on a whim--

Detective F: Or a caprese.

Officer Javert: --with troops! It's not right! (Stares at the TV and sighs.) And they just--they ruined it all! They're not stopping crime, regular or sandwich! They're just making good people anxious to walk through their own neighborhoods. I'm so angry I could throw a good-size flatbread!

Detective F: (Gasps in horror.) NO! You've been a mentor!

Officer Javert: With soft bread! A limp one, with the tomato already falling off! Just up into the air, not at any one in particular.

Officer K: Listen to yourself!

Officer Javert: No, you're right. I take it ba--

Six heavily armed federal law-enforcement officers knock down the door, handcuff Javert, and start to haul him off.

Officer K: Please! He's not carrying! And sandwiches aren't weapons!

Federal enforcement: Sandwich crime is a federal crime.

They drag him away, sirens blaring.

Officer K: That's way too many officers for a sandwich crime!

Trainee: I'm beginning to wonder if these people really care about solving sandwich crime at all.
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Seven Weekend Reads

Explore stories about how friendship could be the foundation of lasting love, the elite-college students who can't read books, and more.

by Rafaela Jinich




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 this summer Sunday, spend time with stories about how the Ivy League broke America, parenting with friends, and more.



How the Ivy League Broke America

The meritocracy isn't working. We need something new. (From 2024)


By David Brooks

The Type of Love That Makes People Happiest

When it comes to lasting romance, passion has nothing on friendship. (From 2021)


By Arthur C. Brooks

What Really Happened to Malaysia's Missing Airplane

Five years ago, the flight vanished into the Indian Ocean. Officials on land know more about why than they dare to say. (From 2019)


By William Langewiesche

The Elite College Students Who Can't Read Books

To read a book in college, it helps to have read a book in high school. (From 2024)


By Rose Horowitch

What Happened When Hitler Took On Germany's Central Banker

Hans Luther was the principled and respected president of the Reichsbank--but he wouldn't accede to Hitler's demands.


By Timothy W. Ryback

A Grand Experiment in Parenthood and Friendship

Would you raise kids with your best pals?


By Rhaina Cohen

What the Comfort Class Doesn't Get

People with generational wealth control a society that they don't understand.


By Xochitl Gonzalez



The Week Ahead

	The Twisted Tale of Amanda Knox, a new series that tells the story of Knox's wrongful conviction for the murder of her roommate (out Wednesday on Hulu)
 	The 15th-anniversary rerelease of Black Swan, a movie about the manipulative relationship between a veteran ballet dancer and her rival (in theaters Thursday)
 	All the Tomorrows After, a novel by Joanne Yi about a teenager wrestling with loss and belonging (out Tuesday)




Essay


Illustration by Akshita Chandra / The Atlantic. Source: Getty.



The Logic of the '9 to 5' Is Creeping Into the Rest of the Day

By Julie Beck

The shift begins when she leaves her desk at 5 p.m.
 She drives home, arriving at 5:45. Five minutes later, she's starting a load of laundry; at 6 p.m. she changes into workout clothes. By 6:25 she's on the treadmill for precisely 30 minutes. At 7 o'clock she grabs a grocery delivery from her front porch and unloads it. At 7:15 she makes an electrolyte drink. Shower time is at 7:25. At 8 p.m. she cooks up some salmon and broccoli; at 8:25 she plates her dinner while tidily packing up the leftovers. Not a moment is wasted ...
 In the past few weeks, I have lived months' worth of compressed mornings and evenings with 5-to-9 vloggers. They are a self-selecting crew, certainly. But the sheer volume of hours that I consumed allowed me to see, in a big-picture way, how the need to be productive seeps into people's leisure time--time that ideally would be free of such concerns. These videos reflect a truth that predates and will almost certainly outlive them: When life revolves around work, even leisure becomes labor.


Read the full article.



More in Culture

	Lights out, with a whimper
 	A cheat code for parents isn't working anymore.
 	The self-importance of luxury dining
 	No parents allowed
 	King of the Hill now looks like a fantasy.
 	Nothing is scarier than an unmarried woman.
 	Why so many MIT students are writing poetry




Catch Up on The Atlantic

	 Trump leaves Alaska empty-handed.
 
 	 Trump's dreams for D.C. could soon hit reality.
 
 	 Elaina Plott Calabro: Canada is killing itself.
 




Photo Album


Green and red displays from the southern lights (aurora australis) appear above the Earth, seen from the orbiting International Space Station, south of Australia, on April 21, 2025. (Nichole Ayers / NASA)



Recent photographs from crew members aboard the International Space Station show views of auroras, moonsets, the Milky Way, and more.



Explore all of our newsletters.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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The Pull--And the Risks--Of Intensive Parenting

This mindset can be both isolating for parents and damaging for kids.

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.


In 2024, Russell Shaw made the case for the Lighthouse Parent. "A Lighthouse Parent stands as a steady, reliable guide," Shaw writes, "providing safety and clarity without controlling every aspect of their child's journey." The term, used by the pediatrician Kenneth Ginsburg and others, is a useful rejoinder to the strong pull of intensive parenting. Parents' first instinct is often to give a solution, to get involved, to fix it. It's a natural impulse--"we're biologically wired to prevent our children's suffering, and it can be excruciating to watch them struggle," Shaw writes.

But that mindset is both exhausting for adults and damaging for kids. Instead, try to think of yourself as a lighthouse: ready to illuminate the way when your kid needs you, ready to stand back when they don't.

On Parenting

The Gravitational Pull of Supervising Kids All the Time

By Stephanie H. Murray

When so many people think hovering is what good parents do, how do you stop?

Read the article.

The Isolation of Intensive Parenting

By Stephanie H. Murray

You can micromanage your kid's life or ask for community help with child care--but you can't have both.

Read the article.

Lighthouse Parents Have More Confident Kids

By Russell Shaw

Sometimes, the best thing a parent can do is nothing at all.

Read the article.



Still Curious?

	What adults lost when kids stopped playing in the street: In many ways, a world built for cars has made life so much harder for grown-ups.
 	How to quit intensive parenting: It's the prevailing American child-rearing model across class lines. But there's a better way, Elliot Haspel argued in 2022.




Other Diversions

	The feel-bad, feel-good movie of the year
 	The self-importance of luxury dining
 	Why so many MIT students are writing poetry
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What Muriel Spark Knew About Childhood

The author was realistic about the effect a particularly magnetic figure can have on a young, impressionable person.

by Emma Sarappo




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


The most recent issue of The Atlantic taught me that the Scottish author Muriel Spark had, according to Judith Shulevitz, "a steely command of omniscience," and frequently played with "selective disclosure, irony, and other narrative devices." I knew that Spark was funny, and that her work was highly recommended by people whose taste I respect. But I quickly realized I had very few other facts at my disposal. Most important, I'd never read her writing. So before I'd even finished Shulevitz's review of a new biography of the novelist, I downloaded The Prime of Miss Jean Brodie--Spark's best-known work--from my local library.

First, here are four new stories from The Atlantic's Books section:

	How not to fix American democracy
 	"Surface Support," a poem by Michael D. Snediker
 	Literature's enduring obsession with strange sisters
 	Why so many MIT students are writing poetry


The novella's title character works at an Edinburgh school for girls in the 1930s; she's an outre teacher who has marked a special group of pupils as "hers." She cares very little for teaching the approved curriculum. Instead, she takes her students to the theater; she walks them through Edinburgh's Old Town; she regales them with tales of her former loves; she praises the fascist regimes of Mussolini and Hitler. Her girls, she notes, will benefit far more from the artistic education provided by Brodie "in her prime"--unmarried and pushing 40, she is entirely aware of her sexual and intellectual power, which are both at their peak.

But the story, while named for Brodie, is not actually about her; it is primarily told through the recollections of the girls, and one in particular: Sandy, who in her adulthood has become a nun. The book's main question is not what will become of Brodie--we know from the early pages that she will be fired from the school, "betrayed" by one of her chosen girls. Instead, it investigates the heady, hormonal days of adolescence, and the moral education of the students.

That last theme is where Spark's "central concern," as Shulevitz puts it, becomes clear. The author was a Catholic convert, and her writing is full of characters searching for, asking about, and turning to God. For the girls, whom Brodie begins shaping when they're barely tweens, their teacher is something like a deity: at times hard to understand, often capricious, but ultimately fascinating, beautiful, and never wrong. As they grow up, most of the kids simply become who they were always going to be, shaking off Brodie's rules and stipulations and following their own whims. But Sandy feels her teacher's authority for the rest of her life. Her entanglement with Brodie, which continues into her late teens, leads her down a winding path that culminates in her own conversion to Catholicism. Her act of submission to the Church, which requires her to shed her individuality, is actually her final moment of separation from her former mentor: She has allowed God to dethrone her teacher.

But even though Sandy's conversion mirrors Spark's own, I was surprised and pleased to see that the author doesn't make Sandy a perfect nun, devoted solely to the Church, free of Brodie's shadow. Instead, Spark is realistic about the effect a particularly magnetic figure can have on a young, impressionable person. Many years later, when Sandy is asked who or what most influenced her, it's Brodie's name on her lips. Similarly, Spark's is on mine. I've now got Memento Mori and Loitering With Intent, two of her other novels, waiting for me on my e-reader.




Illustration: Louise Zergaeng Pomeroy. Sources: Edoardo Fornaciari / Getty; Evening Standard / Getty.



The Judgments of Muriel Spark

By Judith Shulevitz

The novelist liked playing God--a very capricious one.

Read the full article.



What to Read

The Backyard Bird Chronicles, by Amy Tan

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

From our list: Eight books for dabblers





Out Next Week

? Baldwin: A Love Story, by Nicholas Boggs

? Where Are You Really From, by Elaine Hsieh Chou


? Dominion, by Addie E. Citchens




Your Weekend Read


Illustration by Akshita Chandra / The Atlantic. Source: Getty.



The Logic of the '9 to 5' Is Creeping Into the Rest of the Day

By Julie Beck

Over the past couple of years, the vloggers of social media have taken to documenting their routines from 5 to 9 p.m. Some creators also make a morning version, the "5 to 9 before the 9 to 5," starting at 5 a.m. These routines are highly edited, almost hypnotic, with quick cuts, each mini-scene overlaid with a time stamp. Hours pass in just a couple of minutes, and the compressed time highlights a sense of efficiency. The videos have big to-do-list energy; the satisfaction they offer is that of vicariously checking boxes.

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 U.S.-Russia Summit Is Already a Win for Putin

The meeting could reveal how serious Trump's disaffection with the Russian leader really is.<strong> </strong>

by David A. Graham




In Ukraine, the battle lines long ago calcified into a stalemate, with Russian invaders moving forward incrementally and occasionally getting pushed back. In the diplomatic sphere, however, the territory is shifting fast.

When Donald Trump meets Russia's Vladimir Putin today in Anchorage, Alaska, the summit will be the latest in a series of concessions by the American president. Trump's affection for Putin has waned--"I got along well with Putin," he said this week, conspicuously adopting the past tense--as his frustration with the ongoing war waxes. Yet by inviting Putin to meet, he's allowing Russia to further protract the conflict.

During the 2024 presidential election, Trump vowed that he would end the war in Ukraine in 24 hours--or even before taking office. After those targets were far in the rearview, with no resolution in sight, he more than promised vague important developments in his trademark two-week increments. More recently, on July 28, he issued Putin a deadline of "10 or 12 days" to cease hostilities, and the following day, he narrowed that down: 10 days, or by August 8. On the day that the ultimatum ran out, Trump announced he'd meet Putin in person, despite no end to the violence.

For the Russian autocrat, this is a win in itself. Putin is a global pariah facing an international warrant for his arrest, but the United States is welcoming him to American soil for the first time since 2015. (The U.S. has never had much respect for international justice structures, but the Trump administration is particularly dismissive of them.) Without stopping his aggression against Ukraine, and despite blowing through a series of deadlines, he gets a photo op with Trump. Putin praised what he called "quite energetic and sincere efforts" toward peace by his American counterpart, which is more than anyone can say for Putin himself.

What's in it for the president? As my colleagues Vivian Salama, Michael Scherer, and Jonathan Lemire reported last weekend, Trump has grand dreams of a legacy as a peacemaker--perhaps even one with a Nobel Prize. This gives Trump some reason for patience with Putin. But the expectations for this summit keep getting lowered. Initially, the White House allowed suggestions of a tentative peace deal--or at least a genuine cease-fire--to spread in the media.

Now the White House says that Trump will be in Alaska for a "listening exercise," with Trump saying, "All I want to do is set the table for the next meeting." He acknowledged this week that the U.S. doesn't have many levers to pull to stop the killings of Ukrainian civilians. "I've had a lot of good conversations with him," Trump said, referring to Putin. "Then I go home and I see that a rocket hit a nursing home, or a rocket hit an apartment building and people are laying dead in the street." It was a notable acknowledgment of limitations from a leader who prefers bluster, but Trump does often respond to images he sees on the news.

Earlier this week, Trump suggested that he might push a deal that ends the conflict by swapping territory between the countries. This would be a sweetheart deal for Putin, who would acquire legal control of large swaths of rich Ukrainian land he has already seized illegally by force. The idea received an angry response from Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky, who is not invited to the Alaska meeting--itself another win for Putin (though Trump has floated the possibility of Zelensky joining him and Putin in Alaska later). European leaders, who have sought to ease Trump toward their position of support for Kyiv, spoke with him earlier this week, and they said afterward that Trump would not offer any such deal.

But Trump still has little love lost with Zelensky. The men have improved their relationship since Trump and Vice President J. D. Vance berated Zelensky in the Oval Office early this year, but Trump's interest in Ukraine is purely instrumental--a way to earn plaudits for peace--just as it was when he tried to get Zelensky to assist his 2020 reelection campaign by opening an investigation into Joe and Hunter Biden.

Trump, meanwhile, has been embarrassingly acquiescent to Putin in past conversations. During a March 2018 phone call, he congratulated Putin on his victory in an election almost universally viewed as illegitimate, despite an all-caps reminder atop his briefing sheet that warned, "DO NOT CONGRATULATE." This was just a teaser for a meeting four months later in Helsinki, during which Trump accepted Putin's claim that Russia hadn't interfered in the 2016 election, and indicated that he trusted Putin over the U.S. intelligence community's consensus view. Today, Trump is meeting with Putin one-on-one, without aides who might help keep him on track.

Trump's posture in Anchorage will go some way toward revealing how serious and durable his disaffection with Putin is. But it won't end the war, and it may not even offer much progress toward a resolution. On Wednesday, Trump warned that there would be "very severe consequences" if Russia didn't stop the war, but he declined to outline them: "I don't have to say." That's unlikely to rattle Putin, who knows how to call a bluff. But at least it doesn't give him another specific deadline to mock.
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How to Make Life Feel a Little Nicer

Readers give their tips for seeking out small moments of joy.

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.

Last month, I wrote about my attempt to self-rejuvenate through small moments of joy, and I asked readers to submit some tips of their own. Boy, did you come through. Two clear themes emerged in the dozens of replies we received. The first: You people are wild about your pets! So many readers wrote in to share daily rituals involving terriers, retrievers, house cats, and even rescue rabbits (!). These suggestions inspired me to take a moment to inhale the scent of my own dog (she smells like corn chips). The other through line in your answers was an urge to be outside and behold Earth's wonders. Many of the daily delights you submitted involved gardening, bird-watching, hiking, or sunset-savoring--sans phone or laptop.

Below is a selection of answers that I found particularly delightful, inspiring, or hilarious. They've been lightly edited and condensed for clarity.

	 "During the pandemic, when we were both working from home, my husband and I started having a daily 'tea-and-toast break' when our schedules accommodated. It provides a few minutes each day when we talk, laugh, sit in the garden, or otherwise relax and enjoy each other's company." -- Dawn Schneiderman, Williston, Vermont
 
 	 "There is a food truck down the street that serves brisket tacos. I walk down a couple times a week. The owner calls me 'Gramma.' A little farther down is a bar/lounge that sells coffee from locally roasted beans. They call me 'hot rod' or 'hot wheels' because I drive a red 2007 Mustang convertible." -- D. E., 76, Texas
 
 	 "I make my bed. But I don't just make it; I 'remake' it: I air out the sheets while eating breakfast, then I start by smoothing down the fitted sheet before bringing up each layer again. In the end, I have a beautifully made bed that makes me feel that I have not only 'closed the door' to the night before, but that I have officially opened the door to the day." -- Tony D.
 
 	 "Every morning, I hear my blue jays alerting me that they are sitting in the river-birch tree in the backyard, waiting for their morning peanuts. As soon as I toss the peanuts, a flock of jays flutters down to grab them. With a smile, I get my coffee and watch." -- Susan H.
 
 	 "After I start the coffee, the dog and then the cat get their morning pets and rubs, from nose to tail. I inquire how they slept, about the day's plans, and if breakfast was to their liking. The actors have changed over the years, but it is a well-rehearsed script." -- Denise L.
 
 	 "When waiting for my computer to do something, I listen to a song-in-progress I'm recording in GarageBand and imagine how great it will sound when it's finished, and how I will get it there." -- Bob C., Larchmont, New York
 
 	 "Rather than start my day delectably, I end it, around midnight, with a short, slow walk to the park with my 9-year-old, chubby Norwich Terrier. Magnolia and I talk; I do it with words, she with looks and reactions, both of us unleashed in the coolness of the desert night after a day of three-digit temperatures." -- Rosemary K., 67, Las Vegas, Nevada
 
 	 "I've been knitting, off and on, since I was 8. I keep a project in the car for when I'm stuck at a long train crossing, in the pickup lane at Walmart for my prescription, or at the Whataburger drive-through. You'd be surprised at how quickly you can knit a pair of baby socks in scraps of time." -- Lynn Elliott Davis, 73, Dallas, Texas
 
 	 "I add a small delectable moment by letting my Sheltie dog lick my feet at the end of the day. Judging by her enthusiasm, this seems to be a delectable moment for her as well." -- Kim Stanley, 70, McPherson, Kansas
 
 	 "I ask myself every morning what would enchant my day. The answers vary: a walk in the forest behind my house, mad dancing to '80s tunes in the living room, reading for two hours straight in the evening, talking to my best friend, sipping a glass of something or other by the window sans screens." -- Sibylle L.
 
 	 "I simply make a point of talking to strangers by finding something small we share at the moment--that the bus is late, or that an interesting dog just walked by." -- William Lynch Higgins, Port Townsend, Washington
 
 	 "We recently discovered the Japanese art of dorodango, where you roll mud into balls and polish them until they shine like mirrored glass. It's incredible, free, and utterly satisfying. The final result has the weight and hardness of a billiard ball--using nothing but dirt and water!" -- Khara Plicanic, 46, Lincoln, Nebraska
 
 	 "I try nearly every day to belt out all the words of my favorite earworm of the moment. Lately, it's been Lady Gaga's 'Vanish Into You.' It's like I'm in a music video. Okay--probably more likely an episode of Girls." -- Brittany Shepherd, 30, Washington, D.C.
 
 	 "My small, delectable moment is when I take a nap with my dog Rosie at around 3 p.m. every afternoon. She sleeps at the far corner of the bed when we nap. However, at night, when she also sleeps with me, she places herself right next to my head. I don't know why she makes this distinction, but she always makes me laugh." -- R. F. Mezzy, almost 73, Hamden, Connecticut
 
 	 "I am a full-time caretaker for my partner of 49 years. It's hard and demanding work marinated in sadness, so small moments of joy are very important. My favorite time is the early morning, when I take the dogs for a walk as my loved one sleeps. Their wagging tails and springing steps remind me that happiness lives in me as well." -- Jane S., 79, California
 
 	 "A landscape painter once told me that in order to truly capture a scene, he first tries to name the colors he sees. You have to stop and really take in something, be it a flower, a child's eyes, a mountain, or a cloud, in order to describe its colors." -- Crys S., 69, Fernie, British Columbia, Canada
 
 	 "One of the best moments of my day is my 'thriller' walk. I throw on a hat, grab a cup of coffee and my AirPods, and take an hour-long walk while I listen to a psychological thriller or mystery. It's the only time I allow myself an audiobook, so I'm genuinely excited to wake up early and head out the door." -- Diane H., 62, Black Diamond, Washington
 
 	 "I look for a gift each day. A redbud leaf with scalloped edges gifts me the awareness that a leafcutter bee is nearby. A hawk soaring. A toad in the yard, a turtle crossing the road. If I stop to be observant, I can identify the gift for that day." -- Cheryl
 
 	 "Is it a cliche to point to morning coffee as an immediate, life-affirming delight? Each day contains exactly one first sip and no more. You need to make it through a whole day to earn another--and then it starts all over again." -- Meg Z. S., 71, Old Saybrook, Connecticut
 




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	 How states could throw university science a lifeline
 
 	 Egan Reich: The damage to economic data may already be done.
 
 	 Trump wants a China deal that benefits him, not the U.S.
 




Today's News

	 Donald Trump and Vladimir Putin will hold a joint press conference after tomorrow's one-on-one meeting, according to White House Press Secretary Karoline Leavitt. Trump said he believes that Putin is "going to make a deal" on the war in Ukraine and added that he might invite Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky for further talks if the meeting goes well.
 
 	 Washington, D.C.'s police force is expanding its cooperation with immigration enforcement and will now permit officers making traffic stops to report undocumented immigrants--even those who have not been detained or charged with a crime--to ICE, according to an internal order.
 
 	Florida will open a second state-run immigration detention center called "Deportation Depot" in a former prison west of Jacksonville, according to Governor Ron DeSantis. The facility could hold up to 2,000 federal detainees.




Dispatches

	Time-Travel Thursdays: For centuries, humans have tried to understand how to define a "genius." Helen Lewis writes about the flawed ways we decide who gets that label.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by The Atlantic. Source: CSA Images / Getty.



The Awkward Adolescence of a Media Revolution

By Jessica Yellin

There's a quiet revolution in how millions of Americans decide what's real. Trust is slipping away from traditional institutions--media, government, and higher education--and shifting to individual voices online, among them social-media creators. The Reuters Institute reports that this year, for the first time, more Americans will get their news from social and video platforms--including Instagram, Facebook, YouTube, TikTok, and X--than from traditional outlets. According to Pew Research, one in five adults now regularly turns to influencers for news.
 For anyone who cares about credible information, this is a potentially terrifying prospect.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	The logic of the "9 to 5" is creeping into the rest of the day.
 	Trump's revenge campaign has a weakness.
 	The limits of recognition
 	No Easy Fix: A radical answer to the fentanyl crisis




Culture Break


Pedro Nunes / Reuters



Look. These photos show the impact of a searing heat wave that has sparked wildfires across Southern Europe over the past two weeks.

Watch. In 2021, David Sims recommended 26 movies that critics were wrong about.

Play our daily crossword.



P.S.

I recently went on the radio, on WNYC's The Brian Lehrer Show, --and Lehrer and I took a few calls from listeners sharing their own small sources of happiness. One New York teacher rang in to say that when her students are feeling "sour," she advises them to help another person. I love that idea. Just like being in nature, stepping outside of yourself to focus on someone else can be a hard reset for your day--and bring a little light to someone else's.

-- Elaine



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 Does 'Genius' Really Mean?

Humans have long tried to understand a quicksilver quality that defies explanation.

by Helen Lewis




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

"When Paul Morphy plays seven games of chess at once and blindfold, when young Colburn gives impromptu solution to a mathematical problem involving fifty-six figures, we are struck with hopeless wonder," J. Brownlee Brown wrote in 1864. His Atlantic article had a simple headline: "Genius." Only seven years after the founding of this magazine, its writers were already addressing one of the greatest questions of the 19th century: How should we define genius, that everyday word we use to denote the extraordinary?

Brown's two geniuses are largely forgotten today. Morphy was a chess wizard from New Orleans who grew tired of the game and gave up playing seriously at just 22. He reportedly died in his bath at age 47. Zerah Colburn's story is even more tragic: As a child, he wasn't thought to be particularly gifted until his father overheard him repeating multiplication tables after only a few weeks' schooling. The little boy from Vermont was then dragged around Europe as a "mental calculator," ruling on whether large numbers were primes or not, and sent to an expensive school thanks to the patronage of an earl. But like many child prodigies, his adult life was a comparative disappointment. He died of tuberculosis at 34.

While researching my new book, The Genius Myth, I spent a lot of time exploring how we tell stories of exceptional achievement, and what the changing definition of genius reveals about the history of Western thought. The word itself comes from Latin, where it was used to mean a person's spirit--the inner essence that gave them their unique characteristics. "Every man, says the oracle, has his daemon, whom he is bound to obey; those who implicitly follow that guidance are the prophetic souls, the favorites of the gods," Frederic Henry Hodge wrote in The Atlantic in 1868. "It is this involuntary, incalculable force that constitutes what we call genius."

Well into the 20th century, The Atlantic used this older definition, writing about people who possessed a genius, rather than those who were one. Individuals whom this magazine has described as being or having a genius include Richard Strauss, Leo Tolstoy, George Gershwin, Cormac McCarthy, Alice Munro, and Edith Wharton, that last accolade having been delivered by Gore Vidal. Oh, plus the 23-year-old hockey player Bobby Orr, the children's cartoon Rugrats, and the shopping channel QVC.

This proclamation makes for great copy, because it is deeply subjective. Christopher Hitchens was prepared to call the poet Ezra Pound a genius, but not the acclaimed mystery author Dorothy L. Sayers, whose work he dismissed as "dismal pulp." (I know whose work I would rather read.) In 1902, a female writer for this magazine airily declared that there were no great women writers to compare with Juvenal, Euripides, and Milton. "George Eliot had a vein of excellent humor, but she never shares it with her heroes," argued Ellen Duvall, adding that Jane Austen's male heroes were "as solemn as Minerva's owl."

The science-fiction writer Arthur C. Clarke once wrote that any sufficiently advanced technology is indistinguishable from magic. Something similar is true of geniuses. An earlier age would have attributed Paul Morphy and Zerah Colburn's gifts to divine providence, but in the more secular 19th-century America, another explanation was needed. "We seek in vain for the secret of this mastery," wrote Brown of his subjects. "It is private,--as deeply hidden from those who have as from those who have it not."

For the genius-hunters, one encouraging source for exceptional talent was inheritance. At the time Brown was writing about Morphy and Colburn, academics throughout the Western world were wrestling with the theory of evolution by natural selection, proposed by Charles Darwin only six years earlier. The study of what would later be called genetics promised new methods of understanding genius, that quicksilver quality that seemed so resistant to explanation.

The first edition of Hereditary Genius, by Darwin's half-cousin Francis Galton, was published in America in 1870. Galton's work aimed to classify all men into lettered bands, depending on their mental faculties and lifetime achievements. The Atlantic reviewed Hereditary Genius that year, noting that the difference between the men in the upper part of Galton's highest band and those in his lowest band "represents the difference between Shakespeare and the most degraded idiot mentioned in medical literature." This was a coldly rational view of genius--more scientific in appearance, but also less humane.

Galton went on to coin the term eugenics. His unpublished utopian novel, The Eugenic College of Kantsaywhere, imagined a world where people were allowed to marry only after extensive tests of their fitness to reproduce, and where those who failed were shipped off to labor colonies. Thanks to the popularity of eugenics at the time, what started as an attempt to identify geniuses eventually led the U.S. Supreme Court to justify the forced sterilization of the "feeble minded" in Buck v. Bell in 1927. Thousands of Americans were subsequently denied the right to have children--an idea that also took hold in Nazi Germany, where an estimated 400,000 people were sterilized under the Hitler regime in the name of "racial hygiene."

From the start, Galton's ideas about genius were presented in explicitly racial terms: He believed that Europeans were intellectually superior to Africans, and that ancient Athenians were superior to both. The Atlantic, a proudly abolitionist magazine, ran an article that contested this bigotry. In 1893, Havelock Ellis argued that many in the contemporary canon of geniuses had mixed ancestry, from what he called the "negro blood" that was "easy to trace in the face of Alexandre Dumas, in certain respects, to the Iroquois blood in Flaubert." The popular novelist Olive Schreiner's heritage was "German, English, and Jewish," Ellis observed, while Thomas Hardy believed his paternal great-grandmother to have been Irish. (Neither Jews nor Irish people would have been considered white, according to popular beliefs of the time.)

Today, most modern geneticists acknowledge that intelligence is partially heritable--it can be passed down by parents--but that does not account for the making of a genius. "We can no more produce a whole race of Newtons and Shakespeares than we can produce perpetual motion," the anonymous author of the Hereditary Genius review wrote in 1870. A "genius" can pass on some of their genes, but not their personality--nor the social conditions in which their success happened.

That matters. While talking about my book, I've found that acknowledging the role of luck in success makes some people nervous. They think that any discussion of broader historical forces is a covert attempt to debunk or downplay the importance of individual talent or hard work. But even 19th-century Atlantic writers could see the importance of good timing. "A given genius may come either too early or too late," William James wrote in 1880. "Cromwell and Napoleon need their revolutions, Grant his civil war. An Ajax gets no fame in the day of telescopic-sighted rifles."

As we get closer to the present, a note of sarcasm creeps into the word's usage: In the 2000s, the writer Megan McArdle used the recurrent headline "Sheer Genius" for columns on businesses making terrible errors. But she was far from the first Atlantic writer to use the word sardonically. One of my favorite essays on genius from the archives is a satirical squib from 1900, which masquerades as an ad for a Genius Discovery Company. "This country needs more geniuses," the anonymous author wrote. "Everybody knows it. Everybody admits it. Everybody laments it." The article urged any reader who wondered whether they might be a genius to write in, enclosing a five-dollar fee, "and we will tell you the truth by return mail."

Having studied the flawed and fickle way that we award the label genius, let me say this--that's as good a method as any other.
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Yes, Stephen Miller Is Surrounded by Criminals

Lawlessness in D.C. is rampant, and we've found lots of criminals congregated in one place.

by Alexandra Petri




Thank goodness the National Guard is being called in. Lawlessness in D.C. is rampant, and someone needs to take a stand!

Stephen Miller was correct to point out that D.C. is awash in crime. Everywhere he looks: criminals. He can barely take three steps without running into one. From the moment he arrives at work in the morning until the second he leaves, one crime after another, piling horrendously high. Illegality everywhere, and casual disregard for the well-being of law-abiding Americans!

Some people say that being around crime is just the price of living in a city, and that those intimidated by it just need to toughen up. But it's so brazen!

Get off the Metro at any point in D.C., but especially near the White House, and you might encounter one of these miscreants, flaunting their impunity in broad daylight. Why isn't law enforcement doing its job? Members of the violent January 6 mob, released back on the streets! A man who three whistleblowers alleged had told Department of Justice employees to ignore a court order and say "Fuck you" to a judge, headed to the federal bench! The people who dismantled the Department of Education, which had been established by an act of Congress, just wandering around!

The Supreme Court ultimately decided the dismantling was okay, but the justices weren't guaranteed to feel that way! There is a word for when you do something that seems illegal and just hope that a judge will let you off. But that's the trouble with D.C. These judges are just giving slaps on the wrist for the most egregious offenses. And that invites more crime! Now, wherever Stephen looks, people are taking the Constitution as a mere suggestion. With judges like this, you could order SEAL Team Six to assassinate somebody, and you might get away with it. Who could feel safe in a city where that was true?

Some madman recently filled the streets with weapons of war! Tanks! Actual tanks! Forget brandishing a gun in a public place--he insisted on tanks!

Everywhere, there are people breaking the law, or trying to. Even the man Stephen works for turns out to be a convicted felon, who once said that "when you're a celebrity, they let you do it." He also urged a mob of people to descend on the Capitol "peacefully and patriotically." Technically, not a crime but--an impeachable offense! He accepted a plane from Qatar. He stored classified documents in a bathroom! Never mind what his company was doing in New York State, or what E. Jean Carroll's civil suit found. The things he is trying to do via executive order boggle the mind! And you should see his associates!

The point is, crime is everywhere, if only you know where to look. Including in other neighborhoods of the city, but surely those crimes are best dealt with on a local level, and parachuting in federal law enforcement with an unclear mandate will only make the situation worse.

Instead, the National Guard ought to focus on tackling the major terror on the streets of this city! Why, at any moment you or your neighbor could get yanked into an unmarked van by a masked man, without any regard for habeas corpus. Los Angeles all over again! How can anyone feel safe while this keeps happening? People who are trying to do everything the right way, snatched from hallways after their court hearings. Professors, detained after expressing their views. Americans who just want to work hard and support their families, petrified to go to work every day because of the shameless wrongdoers in D.C. and what they have unleashed. And whoever masterminded the abduction of so many people--seized without due process and whisked away to a foreign Gulag--is still at large, and staring back at Stephen every time he looks into a mirror. Not safe, not safe!

Thank goodness the National Guard is being called in. Lawlessness in D.C. is rampant, and someone needed to take a stand!

Oh. Oh, I see. Never mind.
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