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        Summertime
        Rosanna Warren

        Ash-brown tatters lofted on pheromones,
gypsy moths flutter among boughs and across the meadow
like confetti. Beyond hunger. Only sex
drives the males. The females wait
folded within crevices in bark. They've lost their mouths.
Admirable to be so single-minded.
Just days ago, as creepy adolescents
they chewed the branches bare, littered the path
with skeleton leaf-stalks, tore new craters
out of the canopy so the sky fell through:
we, too, could strip a forest, strip
a continent, but not so lacil...

      

      
        Just How Bad Would an AI Bubble Be?
        Roge Karma

        If there is any field in which the rise of AI is already said to be rendering humans obsolete--in which the dawn of superintelligence is already upon us--it is coding. This makes the results of a recent study genuinely astonishing.In the study, published in July, the think tank Model Evaluation & Threat Research randomly assigned a group of experienced software developers to perform coding tasks with or without AI tools. It was the most rigorous test to date of how AI would perform in the real worl...

      

      
        America's Peron
        Scott Lincicome

        When the populist strongman Juan Peron ran Argentina's economy from his presidential palace in the mid-20th century--personally deciding which companies received favors, which industries got nationalized or protected, and which businessmen profited from state largesse--economists warned that the experiment would end badly. They were right. Over decades of rule by Peron and his successors, a country that had once been among the world's wealthiest nations devolved into a global laughingstock, with un...

      

      
        Are Humans Watching Animals Too Closely?
        Ross Andersen

        Charles Darwin once noted that natural selection tends to preserve traits that conceal an animal in nature. It can paint camouflage onto their bodies with astonishing quickness: The peppered moth's wings darkened only a few decades after England's Industrial Revolution blackened urban tree trunks. Decades later, when pollution let up, their wings lightened again. But evolution has not moved quickly enough to conceal animals from human-surveillance technologies, which are undergoing their own Camb...

      

      
        Seven Sunday 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.Read about the surprising cells you carry from your relatives, why getting up early might be the best life hack, what happens when your kid's best friend is a problem, and more.The Most Mysterious Cells in Our Bodies Don't Belong to Us
You carry literal pieces of your mom--and maybe your grandma, and you...

      

      
        Trump's Crypto Dealings Now Have the Perfect Cover
        Will Gottsegen

        The Trumps have never been known for their subtlety: They like to do things fast, big, and loud. This is especially so in the context of cryptocurrency, a noisy and chaotic industry by nature. Remember our president's collection of NFTs? Among the depictions on these digital trading cards is a portrait of Donald Trump in an Iron Man-inspired suit, accompanied by the caption "SUPERTRUMP." Or how about the $TRUMP meme coin and accompanying gamified gala dinner for its biggest investors?It has been ...

      

      
        U.S. Adversaries Strengthen Their Bond
        The Editors

        Editor's Note: Washington Week With The Atlantic is a partnership between NewsHour Productions, WETA, and The Atlantic airing every Friday on PBS stations nationwide. Check your local listings, watch full episodes here, or listen to the weekly podcast here. The leaders of Russia, China, and North Korea gathered in Beijing this week in a show of force that highlighted their strengthening alliance. On Washington Week With The Atlantic, panelists joined to discuss this and more."If you look at this ...

      

      
        The Power of Not Caring
        Rafaela Jinich

        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.For Melani Sanders, a mother and wife, it started after a grocery run. She got in her car, pulled out her phone, and declared that she didn't care--about shaving her legs, about wearing a "real bra," or about keeping her house tidy. That first video rant turned into the We Do Not Care Club, a viral cho...

      

      
        What Lisette Model Saw in Jazz
        David A. Graham

        Photographs by Lisette Model"I was absolutely overwhelmed by jazz because I knew that was America," the photographer Lisette Model once said. America is many things--joy and pain, freedom and repression--and Model's photos of jazz musicians and their audiences captured the full range. Model, a Viennese Jewish emigre, is best known today for her street photography, but in the early 1950s, she set out to create a book of jazz pictures, with an accompanying essay to be written by Langston Hughes. But ...

      

      
        The First Millennial Saint
        Kate Cray

        Visit the Church of Santa Maria Maggiore in the Italian town of Assisi, and you'll encounter the life-size cutout of a teen boy: the soon-to-be Saint Carlo Acutis. His real body, encased in wax, lies nearby in a brightly tiled coffin with a glass panel in the center. He's dressed as you might expect a kid his age would be, in jeans, a zip-up jacket, and Nikes. Stone panels behind the coffin depict scenes from his life with some symbolic flourishes. In one, the logos of Facebook, Google, and other...

      

      
        The Man Who Taught Hollywood How to Dress
        Kimberly Chrisman-Campbell

        The red carpet, if you can believe it, was once a fashion dead zone, a sequin-strewn wasteland where good taste went to die. For years, many stars served as their own stylist or whipped up their own clothes, with predictably patchy results. In 1989, when Demi Moore showed up to the Academy Awards in a spandex-bike-shorts-and-corset ensemble of her own design, Women's Wear Daily called it an "Oscar Fright." But earlier this year, Moore dominated awards-season best-dressed lists, winning raves for ...

      

      
        Why This Administration Can't Fill Its Jobs
        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.The best line of Donald Trump's three-hour-plus Cabinet meeting last week came not from the president but from Marco Rubio."Personally, this is the most meaningful Labor Day of my life, as someone who has four jobs," said Rubio, who was serving as secretary of state, acting national security adviser, ac...

      

      
        America Surrenders in the Global Information Wars
        Anne Applebaum

        Every day, some 2 billion people around the world use privacy-protection tools supported by the Open Technology Fund. When people in China escape their government's firewalls and censorship software--now so dense that the system has been called the "locknet"--or when users in Cuba or Myanmar evade cruder internet blocks, they can access material written in their own languages and read stories they would otherwise never see. Both the access and some of the information are available because the U.S. ...

      

      
        Tesla Wants Out of the Car Business
        Patrick George

        Elon Musk still makes some of America's best electric cars. Earlier this summer, I rented a brand-new, updated Tesla Model Y, the first refresh to the electric SUV since it debuted, in 2020. Compared with even just two years ago, when the Model Y became the world's best-selling car, many companies make great EVs now. Some of them have the Model Y beat in certain areas, but for the price, the Tesla is still the total package.Now, imagine how good Teslas could be if Musk apparently wasn't so bored ...

      

      
        A Massive Vaccine Experiment
        Katherine J. Wu

        Two and a half years ago, Ashish Jha was the White House's COVID-19 response coordinator, a job that meant getting as much of the country as possible on board with the federal government's approach to public health. For much of this summer, he's been doing the opposite of that.As Robert F. Kennedy Jr., the secretary of the Department of Health and Human Services, dismantles nearly every core component of the country's vaccine infrastructure--defunding vaccine research, restricting access to shots,...

      

      
        The 'Remarkable Ability' Many Dissidents Share
        Boris Kachka

        Want to hear more from The Atlantic's Books section? Join us at The Atlantic Festival, happening September 18-20 in New York City. The authors Walter Mosley, Susan Orlean, Alison Roman, Joshua Bennett, and Rita Dove will be in conversation with Atlantic writers. Learn more here.When the American novelist Lauren Grodstein visited Tbilisi, Georgia, in 2023, its citizens were dancing in the face of riot police. She had come to research a novel that she was writing about an American woman at a personal crossroads;...

      

      
        Democrats' Epstein Derangement Syndrome
        Mark Leibovich

        Updated on September 5, 2025, at 2:55 p.m.To hear Donald Trump's critics tell it, all of the disquieting news that the president has generated this summer--the FBI raid on former National Security Adviser John Bolton's home, the National Guard deployment in cities, Trump's attempt to fire Federal Reserve Governor Lisa Cook, his accusation that Barack Obama led a coup and committed "the crime of the century"--has been an effort to divert attention from the issue that truly terrifies Trump: the Jeffr...

      

      
        The World No Longer Takes Trump Seriously
        Tom Nichols

        The leaders of Russia, China, and North Korea are not good men. They preside over brutal autocracies replete with secret police and prison camps. But they are, nevertheless, serious men, and they know an unserious man when they see one. For nearly a decade, they have taken Donald Trump's measure, and they have clearly reached a conclusion: The president of the United States is not worthy of their respect.Wednesday's military parade in Beijing is the most recent evidence that the world's authorita...

      

      
        A Book That Doesn't Seek to Explain Itself
        Lily Meyer

        At the beginning of the South Korean writer and director Lee Chang-dong's 2018 thriller Burning, a movie adaptation of a Haruki Murakami short story, a young woman named Haemi invites a childhood acquaintance, Jongsu, to her apartment, which she complains gets natural light for only one moment a day, when the sun bounces off the Seoul Tower to shine in her window. She and Jongsu quickly begin having sex, which Lee shoots from Jongsu's perspective. The camera's gaze rises to the wall behind Haemi,...

      

      
        Photos of the Week: Humanoid Olympiad, Finger Wrestling, Haystack Rock
        Alan Taylor

        Andreea Alexandru / APPyrotechnics go off as the Air Bandits aerobatic team performs above the runway of the Aurel Vlaicu International Airport, at the Bucharest International Air Show in Bucharest, Romania, on August 30, 2025.Jose Cabezas / ReutersA masked man participates in the Bolas de Fuego ("Balls of Fire") festival to remember the fight of Saint Geronimo against the devil with balls of fire, in Nejapa, El Salvador, on August 31, 2025.Giuseppe Distefano / AFP / GettyA man stands near a lava...

      

      
        What It Costs to Be a Sorority Girl
        Annie Joy Williams

        "There are three important things in a mother's life--the birth of her child, her daughter's wedding day, and sorority rush," Bill Alverson, a sorority-rush coach and the star of the Lifetime show A Sorority Mom's Guide to Rush, likes to say. Lately, rush is bigger and more competitive than ever, driven by a boom in TikTok content detailing the process. Coaches like Alverson have begun offering their services to girls--and their mothers--desperate to get a bid from elite sororities, and these servic...

      

      
        AI and the Rise of Techno-Fascism in the United States
        Garry Kasparov

        Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube | Overcast | Pocket CastsWith all the hype and hysteria around AI, it's important to remember that AI is still just a tool. As powerful as it is, it is not a promise of dystopia or utopia.Host Garry Kasparov is joined by cognitive scientist Gary Marcus. They agree that on its own, AI is no more good or evil than any other piece of technology and that humans, not machines, hold the monopoly on evil. They discuss what we all need to do to make sure...

      

      
        Pete Hegseth's Department of Cringe
        Tom Nichols

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.Donald Trump is a showman who likes flashy spectacles and heated controversies. He has chosen Cabinet nominees for their shock value, attacked famous American universities, mobilized the Justice Department against his political enemies, and sent troops into American cities, fully aware of how much these theatrics would enrage his opponents.But even in a term marked by political performance art, Trump's plan t...

      

      
        A Different RFK Jr. Just Appeared Before Congress
        Nicholas Florko

        Some Republican senators, it seems, have begun to fret that Robert F. Kennedy Jr. was not being entirely honest when he sought their votes to confirm him as secretary of Health and Human Services. Back in January, Kennedy reassured lawmaker after lawmaker that he would not limit access to vaccines. But today, before the Senate Finance Committee, he aggressively defended anti-vaccine talking points, alarming Democrats and Republicans alike. "You promised to uphold the highest standards for vaccine...

      

      
        Florida Decided There Were Too Many Children
        Alexandra Petri

        Sorry. We decided there were too many children.You know how it goes.Their hands are too small. Sometimes they are sticky, and no one knows why. They say they're eating their dinner, but you can see that they are just pushing it around on their plate. They come up to you on the sidewalk and tell you their whole life story for 10 minutes, wearing face paint from a birthday party three days ago. Some afternoons they announce that they are sharks, but they are obviously not sharks. They do this over ...
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Summertime

A poem

by Rosanna Warren




Ash-brown tatters lofted on pheromones,
 gypsy moths flutter among boughs and across the meadow
 like confetti. Beyond hunger. Only sex
 drives the males. The females wait
 folded within crevices in bark. They've lost their mouths.
 Admirable to be so single-minded.
 Just days ago, as creepy adolescents
 they chewed the branches bare, littered the path
 with skeleton leaf-stalks, tore new craters
 out of the canopy so the sky fell through:
 we, too, could strip a forest, strip
 a continent, but not so lacily.
 The lanyard on our neighbor's flagpole clanks
 in the wind, the fraying stars and stripes
 fluster and droop. The lime-green
 katydid impersonates a folded leaf
 pressed to the maple trunk, chiding, rasping,
 preparing to mate and chew. Along the road
 wild Sweet William and purple chicory
 festoon derelict beer cans and vodka bottles in the ditch.
 We have everything we need, but we want more,
 and faster. The crushed garter snake
 is scrawled on the tarmac in an ampersand.



This poem appears in the October 2025 print edition.
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Just How Bad Would an AI Bubble Be?

The entire U.S. economy is being propped up by the promise of productivity gains that seem very far from materializing.

by Roge Karma




If there is any field in which the rise of AI is already said to be rendering humans obsolete--in which the dawn of superintelligence is already upon us--it is coding. This makes the results of a recent study genuinely astonishing.

In the study, published in July, the think tank Model Evaluation & Threat Research randomly assigned a group of experienced software developers to perform coding tasks with or without AI tools. It was the most rigorous test to date of how AI would perform in the real world. Because coding is one of the skills that existing models have largely mastered, just about everyone involved expected AI to generate huge productivity gains. In a pre-experiment survey of experts, the mean prediction was that AI would speed developers' work by nearly 40 percent. Afterward, the study participants estimated that AI had made them 20 percent faster.

But when the METR team looked at the employees' actual work output, they found that the developers had completed tasks 20 percent slower when using AI than when working without it. The researchers were stunned. "No one expected that outcome," Nate Rush, one of the authors of the study, told me. "We didn't even really consider a slowdown as a possibility."

No individual experiment should be treated as the final word. But the METR study is, according to many AI experts, the best we have--and it helps make sense of an otherwise paradoxical moment for AI. On the one hand, the United States is undergoing an extraordinary, AI-fueled economic boom: The stock market is soaring thanks to the frothy valuations of AI-associated tech giants, and the real economy is being propelled by hundreds of billions of dollars of spending on data centers and other AI infrastructure. Undergirding all of the investment is the belief that AI will make workers dramatically more productive, which will in turn boost corporate profits to unimaginable levels.

On the other hand, evidence is piling up that AI is failing to deliver in the real world. The tech giants pouring the most money into AI are nowhere close to recouping their investments. Research suggests that the companies trying to incorporate AI have seen virtually no impact on their bottom line. And economists looking for evidence of AI-replaced job displacement have mostly come up empty.

None of that means that AI can't eventually be every bit as transformative as its biggest boosters claim it will be. But eventually could turn out to be a long time. This raises the possibility that we're currently experiencing an AI bubble, in which investor excitement has gotten too far ahead of the technology's near-term productivity benefits. If that bubble bursts, it could put the dot-com crash to shame--and the tech giants and their Silicon Valley backers won't be the only ones who suffer.

Almost everyone agrees that coding is the most impressive use case for current AI technology. Before its most recent study, METR was best known for a March analysis showing that the most advanced systems could handle coding tasks that take a typical human developer nearly an hour to finish. So how could AI have made the developers in its experiment less productive?

The answer has to do with the "capability-reliability gap." Although AI systems have learned to perform an impressive set of tasks, they struggle to complete those tasks with the consistency and accuracy demanded in real-world settings. The results of the March METR study, for example, were based on a "50 percent success rate," meaning the AI system could reliably complete the task only half the time--making it essentially useless on its own. This gap makes using AI in a work context challenging. Even the most advanced systems make small mistakes or slightly misunderstand directions, requiring a human to carefully review their work and make changes where needed.

This appears to be what happened during the newer study. Developers ended up spending a lot of time checking and redoing the code that AI systems had produced--often more time than it would have taken to simply write it themselves. One participant later described the process  as the "digital equivalent of shoulder-surfing an overconfident junior developer."

Since the experiment was conducted, AI coding tools have gotten more reliable. And the study focused on expert developers, whereas the biggest productivity gains could come from enhancing--or replacing--the capabilities of less experienced workers. But the METR study might just as easily be overestimating AI-related productivity benefits. Many knowledge-work tasks are harder to automate than coding, which benefits from huge amounts of training data and clear definitions of success. "Programming is something that AI systems tend to do extremely well," Tim Fist, the director of Emerging Technology Policy at the Institute for Progress, told me. "So if it turns out they aren't even making developers more productive, that could really change the picture of how AI might impact economic growth in general."

Read: Tesla wants out of the car business

The capability-reliability gap might explain why generative AI has so far failed to deliver tangible results for businesses that use it. When researchers at MIT recently tracked the results of 300 publicly disclosed AI initiatives, they found that 95 percent of projects failed to deliver any boost to profits. A March report from McKinsey & Company found that 71 percent of  companies reported using generative AI, and more than 80 percent of them reported that the technology had no "tangible impact" on earnings. In light of these trends, Gartner, a tech-consulting firm, recently declared that AI has entered the "trough of disillusionment" phase of technological development.

Perhaps AI advancement is experiencing only a temporary blip. According to Erik Brynjolfsson, an economist at Stanford University, every new technology experiences a "productivity J-curve": At first, businesses struggle to deploy it, causing productivity to fall. Eventually, however, they learn to integrate it, and productivity soars. The canonical example is electricity, which became available in the 1880s but didn't begin to generate big productivity gains for firms until Henry Ford reimagined factory production in the 1910s. Some experts believe that this process will play out much faster for AI. "With AI, we're in the early, negative part of the J-curve," Brynjolfsson told me. "But by the second half of the 2020s, it's really going to take off." Anthropic CEO Dario Amodei has predicted that by 2027, or "not much longer than that," AI will be "better than humans at almost everything."

These forecasts assume that AI will continue to improve as fast as it has over the past few years. This is not a given. Newer models have been marred by delays and cancellations, and those released this year have generally shown fewer big improvements than past models despite being far more expensive to develop. In a March survey, the Association for the Advancement of Artificial Intelligence asked 475 AI researchers whether current approaches to AI development could produce a system that matches or surpasses human intelligence; more than three-fourths said that it was "unlikely" or "very unlikely."

OpenAI's latest model, GPT-5, was released early last month after nearly three years of work and billions in spending. (The Atlantic entered into a corporate partnership with OpenAI in 2024.) Before the launch, CEO Sam Altman declared that using it would be the equivalent of having "a legitimate Ph.D.-level expert in anything" at your fingertips. In a few areas, including coding, GPT-5 was indeed a major step up. But by most rigorous measures of AI performance, GPT-5 turned out to be, at best, a modest improvement over previous models.

The dominant view within the industry is that it is only a matter of time before companies find the next way to supercharge AI progress. That could turn out to be true, but it is far from guaranteed.

Generative AI would not be the first tech fad to experience a wave of excessive hype. What makes the current situation distinctive is that AI appears to be propping up something like the entire U.S. economy. More than half of the growth of the S&P 500 since 2023 has come from just seven companies: Alphabet, Amazon, Apple, Meta, Microsoft, Nvidia, and Tesla. These firms, collectively known as the Magnificent Seven, are seen as especially well positioned to prosper from the AI revolution.

That prosperity has largely yet to materialize anywhere other than their share prices. (The exception is Nvidia, which provides the crucial inputs--advanced chips--that the rest of the Magnificent Seven are buying.) As The Wall Street Journal reports, Alphabet, Amazon, Meta, and Microsoft have seen their free cash flow decline by 30 percent over the past two years. By one estimate, Meta, Amazon, Microsoft, Google, and Tesla will by the end of this year have collectively spent $560 billion on AI-related capital expenditures since the beginning of 2024 and have brought in just $35 billion in AI-related revenue. OpenAI and Anthropic are bringing in lots of revenue and are growing fast, but they are still nowhere near profitable. Their valuations--roughly $300 billion and $183 billion, respectively, and rising--are many multiples higher than their current revenues. (OpenAI projects about $13 billion in revenues this year; Anthropic, $2 billion to $4 billion.) Investors are betting heavily on the prospect that all of this spending will soon generate record-breaking profits. If that belief collapses, however, investors might start to sell en masse, causing the market to experience a large and painful correction.

During the internet revolution of the 1990s, investors poured their money into basically every company with a ".com" in its name, based on the belief that the internet was about to revolutionize business. By 2000, however, it had become clear that companies were burning through cash with little to show for it, and investors responded by dumping the most overpriced tech stocks. From March 2000 to October 2002, the S&P 500 fell by nearly 50 percent. Eventually, the internet did indeed transform the economy and lead to some of the most profitable companies in human history. But that didn't prevent a whole lot of investors from losing their shirts.

The dot-com crash was bad, but it did not trigger a crisis. An AI-bubble crash could be different. AI-related investments have already surpassed the level that telecom hit at the peak of the dot-com boom as a share of the economy. In the first half of this year, business spending on AI added more to GDP growth than all consumer spending combined. Many experts believe that a major reason the U.S. economy has been able to weather tariffs and mass deportations without a recession is because all of this AI spending is acting, in the words of one economist, as a "massive private sector stimulus program." An AI crash could lead broadly to less spending, fewer jobs, and slower growth, potentially dragging the economy into a recession. The economist Noah Smith argues that it could even lead to a financial crisis if the unregulated "private credit" loans funding much of the industry's expansion all go bust at once.

Roge Karma: Does the stock market know something we don't?

If we do turn out to be in an AI bubble, the silver lining would be that fears of sudden AI-driven job displacement are overblown. In a recent analysis, the economists Sarah Eckhardt and Nathan Goldschlag used five different measurements of AI exposure to estimate how the new technology might be affecting a range of labor-market indicators and found virtually no effect on any of them. For example, they note that the unemployment rate for the workers least exposed to AI, such as construction workers and fitness trainers, has risen three times faster than the rate for the workers most exposed to it, such as telemarketers and software developers. Most other studies, though not all, have come to similar conclusions.

But there's also a weirder, in-between possibility. Even if AI tools don't increase productivity, the hype surrounding them could push businesses to keep expanding their use anyway. "I hear the same story over and over again from companies," Daron Acemoglu, an economist at MIT, told me. "Mid-to-high-level managers are being told by their bosses that they need to use AI for X percent of their job to satisfy the board." These companies might even lay off workers or slow their hiring because they are convinced--like the software developers from the METR study--that AI has made them more productive, even when it hasn't. The result would be an increase in unemployment that isn't offset by actual gains in productivity.

As unlikely as this scenario sounds, a version of it happened in the not-so-distant past. In his 2021 book, A World Without Email, the computer scientist Cal Newport points out that beginning in the 1980s, tools such as computers, email, and online calendars allowed knowledge workers to handle their own communications and schedule their own meetings. In turn, many companies decided to lay off their secretaries and typists. In a perverse result, higher-skilled employees started spending so much of their time sending emails, writing up meeting notes, and scheduling meetings that they became far less productive at their actual job, forcing the companies to hire more of them to do the same amount of work. A later study of 20 Fortune 500 companies found that those with computer-driven "staffing imbalances" were spending 15 percent more on salary than they needed to. "Email was one of those technologies that made us feel more productive but actually did the opposite," Newport told me. "I worry we may be headed down the same path with AI."

Then again, if the alternative is a stock-market crash that precipitates a recession or a financial crisis, that scenario might not be so bad.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/economy/archive/2025/09/ai-bubble-us-economy/684128/?utm_source=feed
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America's Peron

Decades of personalist rule turned Argentina into a global economic laughingstock. Donald Trump seems to have misunderstood the lesson.

by Scott Lincicome




When the populist strongman Juan Peron ran Argentina's economy from his presidential palace in the mid-20th century--personally deciding which companies received favors, which industries got nationalized or protected, and which businessmen profited from state largesse--economists warned that the experiment would end badly. They were right. Over decades of rule by Peron and his successors, a country that had once been among the world's wealthiest nations devolved into a global laughingstock, with uncontrollable inflation, routine fiscal crises, rampant corruption, and crippling poverty. Peronism became a cautionary tale of how not to manage an economy.

President Donald Trump seems to have misunderstood the lesson. His second term has begun to follow the Peronist playbook of import substitution, emergency declarations, personal dealmaking, fiscal and monetary recklessness, and unprecedented government control over private enterprise. And, as with Argentina's Peronism, much of U.S. economic policy making runs directly through the president himself.

Trump's tendency toward Peronist policy is strongest on trade. Central to Peron's economic vision was an "import substitution industrialization" strategy, or ISI, that used tariffs, quotas, subsidies, localization mandates, and similar policies to push Argentines to produce domestically what they'd previously imported more cheaply from abroad. The approach was intended to fuel domestic growth, but it instead created insular and uncompetitive manufacturing industries saddled with high production costs, bloated finances, and rampant cronyism. Perversely, it also crushed Argentina's globally competitive agricultural sector by diverting resources away from it and toward protected industries. Argentinian consumers suffered from higher prices, unavailable products, and lower overall living standards.

One of the most notorious examples of ISI's failure was when the government of the Peronist President Cristina Kirchner attempted to incubate a local electronics industry through steep restrictions on imported televisions and smartphones. The result was disastrous: Modest increases in low-value domestic-assembly operations were more than offset by a market that featured substandard products priced at double what consumers were paying in neighboring Chile. Popular items such as iPhones were simply unavailable, forcing Argentines into local black markets or shopping trips abroad.

David Frum: How Trump gets his way

Trump's second term is following the ISI playbook in several respects, in some cases even more so than Argentina did. According to the World Bank, for example, Argentina's average tariff rate has hovered between 10 and 16 percent since 1992, while the Yale Budget Lab estimates that the United States' now exceeds 18 percent and could go higher in the months ahead. "National security" tariffs for Trump's preferred industries--including steel, aluminum, copper, and automotive goods--top out at 50 percent, well above the 35 percent duty that Argentina once applied to smartphones. And with U.S.-imposed tariffs varying by product, country, and content, what was once a relatively simple tariff system has been replaced by a labyrinth of overlapping requirements that even large and sophisticated American importers struggle to navigate.

Trump's Peronist tactics extend well beyond import substitution. Peron, for example, nationalized entire industries--railways, airlines, telecommunications, utilities--creating chronically loss-making state enterprises that endured for decades. Trump hasn't gone nearly that far, but is exerting an astonishing degree of government control over private companies' commercial operations. The Trump administration forced Japan's Nippon Steel to give the U.S. president a "golden share" in U.S. Steel in order to acquire it, and required the U.S. semiconductor firms AMD and Nvidia to give the government a 15 percent cut of their China sales in exchange for export approvals. The administration also took a 15 percent stake in the rare-earth miner MP Materials and a 10 percent stake in Intel, in each case making Uncle Sam the company's largest shareholder.

These aren't temporary crisis measures, such as the U.S. bank and auto bailouts or wartime acquisitions of decades past. They're permanent arrangements that give the state substantial influence over private transactions and decisions. And various administration officials, as well as Trump himself, have promised more of these deals in tech, defense, and other industries.

Trump has also flirted with Peronism in fiscal and monetary policy. Peron took control of Argentina's central bank and used expansionary monetary policy to finance massive government spending and deficits, which led to chronic inflation. Trump, for his part, has already added trillions of dollars in new U.S. debt via the One Big Beautiful Bill Act, while also seeking to smash the independence of the Federal Reserve in order to adopt expansionary U.S. monetary policy in the face of still-warm inflation.

Roge Karma: The Lisa Cook case could be the whole ball game

Perhaps the president's most Peronist trait is the way in which he enacts his policies. Peronists, for example, acquired and then routinely deployed broad "emergency" powers to implement their statist economic policies quickly and unilaterally. Trump has similarly declared multiple national emergencies to justify his rapid imposition of global tariffs, as well as extra penalties for China, India, and Brazil, under the International Emergency Economic Powers Act. Should the Supreme Court decide that those "emergency" moves are lawful, Trump will have effectively unlimited power over tariffs and trade--a startling expansion of executive authority and a departure from our Constitution's separation of powers.

Peron didn't just set broad economic policy--he personally decided which companies succeeded or failed, which sectors received government support, who got access to foreign currency, and more. Trump's second term features a similar approach, with Trump's own preferences, interests, and personal connections driving U.S. policy making. Apple CEO Tim Cook went through the Oval Office to secure tariff exemptions for smartphones and Apple products. Intel's board of directors agreed to make the U.S. government a shareholder only after Trump demanded that the company's CEO resign over another pretext, forcing him to run to the White House and beg for support. Trump personally negotiated the Nvidia deal with its CEO, Jensen Huang. And he has repeatedly threatened corporations, including Amazon and U.S. automakers, that dared to consider tariff-fueled price hikes.

Trump's first term featured a trade regime that was at least open and transparent. This time around, deals are being made behind closed doors, and special treatment is being earned from political connections and power. Those without the president's ear don't stand a chance. The centralization of economic decision making is decidedly Peronist: rewarding friends and punishing enemies through state power.

Trumpism isn't full-blown Peronism yet. Large parts of the U.S. economy fortunately remain outside the president's crosshairs and grasp. But each emergency declaration, Oval Office favor, and presidential intervention into private enterprise moves us closer to the Argentine model, and will make reversing course more difficult.

Peronism created vested interests--companies, cronies, unions, government officials, and more--that became dependent on the state and successfully resisted systemic reforms for decades. Trump is creating a similar dynamic today. Companies are making billion-dollar investment decisions based on backroom deals, unilateral policy, and personal promises. Highly publicized exemptions, equity stakes, and special favors are encouraging other private parties to seek similar treatment, and they're giving government officials more reason and precedent to intervene further. Throw in tens of billions of dollars in tariff revenues to which the government will become accustomed, and the risks of entrenchment are clear.

When a nation's economic policy depends on personal whims and relationships rather than consistent rules applied equally to everyone, it has abandoned market capitalism. Argentina took almost 80 years to begin moving back. Let's hope the United States moves sooner.
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Are Humans Watching Animals Too Closely?

Some may crave a little privacy, even your dog.

by Ross Andersen




Charles Darwin once noted that natural selection tends to preserve traits that conceal an animal in nature. It can paint camouflage onto their bodies with astonishing quickness: The peppered moth's wings darkened only a few decades after England's Industrial Revolution blackened urban tree trunks. Decades later, when pollution let up, their wings lightened again. But evolution has not moved quickly enough to conceal animals from human-surveillance technologies, which are undergoing their own Cambrian explosion. Cameras and microphones are shrinking. They're spreading all over the globe. Even as we cause animals to dwindle in number, they are finding it harder and harder to hide.

Humans are closing in on a real-time god's-eye view of this planet. Some subsurface places remain unmonitored. The sun's light penetrates only a thousand yards down into the ocean. In the "midnight zone," below that threshold, strange, glowing animals can still live a life of genuine mystery. But on the planet's surface, humanity's sensors are everywhere. Even animals in the Himalayas can be seen by the satellites that fly overhead, snapping color pictures. They can spot the hot breath of a single whale geysering out of its blowhole.

Deep in the wilderness, way off the hiking trails, scientists have laid out grids of camera traps. Automated environmental-DNA stations census animals in these places by gathering fragments of their genetic material straight from the air, or from veins in the watershed, be they trickles of snowmelt or full streams. The closer a landscape is to civilization, the more intrusively its animals are watched. Those that live in rural barns, feed lots, or aquaculture ponds are monitored by cameras. Along fence lines, their predators are too. Even herds that roam free on the open range are microchipped and trailed by drones.

Cities are the most potent nodes of this global animal panopticon. CCTV cameras stake out big public spaces, and Ring cameras peer out onto quieter streets. Smartphone-toting humans wander everywhere in between, taking geotagged photos of animals, including those in their home. They upload these images to social networks, hoping that they go viral.

Many animals appear to be entirely unbothered by all of this surveillance. Raccoons may show interest in a camera after it flashes, but then move on quickly. Birds have a mixed response: Black-tailed godwits seem to barely even register the nest cams that hover above their freshly hatched chicks. Other species are more likely to abandon a monitored nest. Some animals react even more strongly. The mighty tigers of the Nepalese jungle try to steer clear of camera traps, and at least one chimpanzee has executed a planned attack on a surveillance drone.

If animals do indeed have feelings about surveillance and privacy, those feelings won't map cleanly onto ours. I recently had occasion to reflect on this while letting my dog, Forrest, out to relieve himself at night. I tend to watch where he goes in the yard so that when he's done, I can call him right in and get back to bed. As a consequence, we sometimes make eye contact while he completes the act. It gives me an uneasy feeling, the green shine of his irises hitting mine just as his stream touches the grass. I wonder if my sleepy-eyed stare strikes him as intrusive.

I asked Alexandra Horowitz, who researches dog cognition at Barnard, if Forrest might be experiencing something akin to embarrassment during these moments. Horowitz, who has written multiple books about the mental lives of dogs, was reassuring on this point. (She would later have much more to say about the limited privacy that dogs are afforded.) She explained that dogs understand where people are looking, and that if mine wanted to hide his behavior, he would be unlikely to engage in eye contact. And anyway, in his olfactory social world, urination is a proud public act.

But all of this is speculation, Horowitz emphasized. We can't ask animals directly whether they have their own notions of privacy, so we have to settle for these behavioral clues and the musings of philosophers. Since at least the 1960s, they have been asking whether animals might have privacy interests, and now that surveillance technology is spreading rapidly, a new generation has revived this question. Angie Pepper, a philosopher at the University of Roehampton, in the United Kingdom, answers in the affirmative. She points to animal behaviors that strongly suggest that some animals have privacy interests, including some that we are currently violating. She argues that coming to see these animals in a morally decent way may entail not seeing them at all.

There are some obvious ways that surveillance can harm animals. Animal-location data may be used for conservation purposes, but it can also be accessed by "cyberpoachers" or even the authorities. In 2014, an Australian government agency noticed that a GPS-tagged great white shark was swimming close to a beach and issued a kill order, even though the agency had no record of it ever approaching a swimmer. The order was withdrawn a week later, but had scientists never tagged the shark's dorsal fin, it likely wouldn't have been targeted by this precrime unit.

Just because surveillance might cause an animal harm doesn't mean that its privacy has been invaded. But disturbing its tranquility might qualify, according to Martin Kaehrle, a Ph.D. student at the University of Wisconsin at Madison who has written about this subject. Many of our fellow creatures do seem to prefer feeling that some tiny corner of the universe is uniquely theirs, if only for a moment. When animals are packed together and deprived of that feeling, total social breakdown can occur. Pepper points out that pigs on factory farms commit acts of violence that would otherwise be rare in their communities. Some bite their neighbor's tail without warning. Hens in similar situations will peck out one another's eyes. In a famous experiment, a colony of mice was forced to live in tight conditions just so scientists could see what would happen. The colony quickly descended into indiscriminate violence, stopped mating, and died out.

Since at least the mid-2000s, birding groups have been passionately debating how best to preserve an animal's tranquility, Kaehrle told me. He has spent years screenshotting these discussions on social-media sites, wildlife forums, and listservs. People argue about how much space a birder should give to its target, and whether baiting them with food is appropriate. Several communities agreed to implement total bans on location sharing.

In decades past, a birder who spotted a rare bird might notify someone at their local Audubon Society, who might then mark it with a colored pushpin on a map, or add it to a weekly recorded hotline message. Today, sightings flow much more quickly through digital-birding platforms, Discords, WhatsApp groups, and X accounts. One such account in New York City has tens of thousands of followers. A few years ago, the account doxxed a snowy owl, and it quickly became encircled by admirers, plus at least one drone. Snowy owls live in the High Arctic for half the year. By the time one reaches as far as New York, it is tired and hungry. If these endangered birds have to take flight over and over in order to avoid the boldest members of a human crowd, they can weaken further and even fail to mate.

Not all philosophers are willing to count these disturbances of an animal's serene environment or personal space as an invasion of privacy. Some would argue that there are plenty of other reasons to think that harassing an animal is wrong. But a more straightforward case can be made in instances involving a more intimate kind of exposure. Humans are familiar with these scenarios, because we live in a complex social world, and we navigate it by presenting ourselves differently in different situations. You have a version of yourself who is the thinker of your innermost thoughts, the dancer before your bedroom mirror--but you likely present other versions in your interactions with your partner, kids, close family members, dear friends, doctors, and bosses. That's why people don't want their deepest secrets spilled onto the internet: Our ability to switch between selves would be seriously impaired. We would be forced into intimacy with everyone.

Many other animals also present different selves to different members of their communities. Kristin Andrews, a philosopher at York University, told me about gelada monkeys, which live in units consisting of one dominant male and about a dozen females. Gelada social norms dictate that the dominant male has sexual access to all of the females; a few follower males may be in the group but have no such access. When females mate with the dominant male, they do it out in the open and emit loud mating cries. It is a public act. But sometimes, for reasons that are her own, a female will transgress the community's norms: She will seek to mate with another male, but not in public. The two will likely go for it when the dominant male is away, and they will emit much quieter mating cries.

Animal self-switching can also be detected in their communications. Some of their utterances are just indiscriminate broadcasts, but certain species use quiet tones to target a limited set of listeners, or even an individual. When humans communicate in this way, we reflexively describe it as private. Yet this has not stopped researchers from placing bioacoustic sensors in all kinds of wild habitats--and not only microphones: Seismic arrays of the sort that originally listened for nuclear tests have recently been used to detect the infrasonic rumbling of elephants. Teams of researchers are trying to use AI to decipher these rumbles.

Eavesdropping on elephants may not be technically possible, in the end. Either way, people probably won't get too worked up about it, unless researchers use the information that they glean from an elephant wiretap to hurt the animals. But there is a class of animals whose privacy concerns are already acute: those that we keep in zoos or our homes. These animals are monitored by humans in ways that they likely would not choose. In zoos, many primates clearly prefer enclosures that give them the ability to retreat out of view. Not all of them get to make that choice. Neither do some of our most beloved pets.

"Dogs are given almost no privacy," Horowitz told me. "I don't know if they yearn for it, but in a typical home, they are expected to always be available. We even decide where they sleep." Dogs don't have a lot of opportunities for self-determination, Pepper told me when I asked her about pet privacy. "They always have to be accessible, not just in terms of sight but also touch." Hearing this gave me a little jolt of shame. My Forrest is affectionate, but he is not a constant cuddler, like some of my previous dogs were. I probably force more hugs on him than I should.

We are not great respecters of boundaries, human beings. Dogs may not have known this about us when they first edged up to our campfires, more than 10,000 years ago. They could not have anticipated the degree to which we would dictate the most intimate parts of their lives, up to and including their sexual partners. Even after these dramatic interventions, which we have used to cultivate in dogs a preference for captivity, we still have to exercise a lot of coercion in order to get them to play along. We have to remove them from their mother while they are still young. We have to keep them behind locked doors and gates, and on leashes.

"It's not obvious to me that the natural end point for dogs is this thick relationship where we dictate all aspects of their life," Pepper said. "There are free-living dogs that have much thinner relationships with humans. They might stop by to get something to eat or to find somewhere to sleep, but they aren't under this constant human control. Even the dogs that we have thoroughly socialized to live with us prefer varying levels of intimacy. Not all of them want to be with us all the time. They might seem like it when we come home at night, but in some cases, that's because they didn't have much company during the daytime."

We can't say what dogs' preferences might be under different circumstances. But we do know that they have not chosen all of the intimacies that we impose upon them. They don't get to decide the amount of distance that exists between them and us. They are expected to come right away when called. Rarely are they allowed to refuse our physical attention. There are moments when they may prefer to be untouched or unseen. Even when we are out of town, many of us watch them on cameras. We do all of these things because we love them, but this love is one that we thoroughly control. To them, at times, it may feel like something else.
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Seven Sunday Reads

Explore stories on Trump's private cellphone, the job-market competition between AI and college grads, 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.

Read about the surprising cells you carry from your relatives, why getting up early might be the best life hack, what happens when your kid's best friend is a problem, and more.



The Most Mysterious Cells in Our Bodies Don't Belong to Us

You carry literal pieces of your mom--and maybe your grandma, and your siblings, and your aunts and uncles. (From 2024)


By Katherine J. Wu

Something Alarming Is Happening to the Job Market

A new sign that AI is competing with college grads


By Derek Thompson

The Secret History of Trump's Private Cellphone

"Who's calling?" the president asks as he answers call after call from numbers he doesn't know.


By Ashley Parker and Michael Scherer

The Talented Mr. Vance

J. D. Vance could have brought the country's conflicting strands together. Instead, he took a divisive path to the peak of power.


By George Packer

Why an Early Start Is the "Quintessence of Life"

Not sleeping late could be the best resolution you ever keep.


By Arthur C. Brooks

When Your Kid's Best Friend Is a Great Big Problem

A natural impulse is to forbid contact--but that's likely to backfire.


By Russell Shaw

Is This the Worst-Ever Era of American Pop Culture?

An emerging critical consensus argues that we've entered a cultural dark age. I'm not so sure.


By Spencer Kornhaber



The Week Ahead

 	Shot Ready, a book by the four-time NBA champion Stephen Curry on his philosophy of success (out Tuesday)
 	Downton Abbey: The Grand Finale, the third film and conclusion of the Downton Abbey saga (out Friday in theaters)
 	Play, an album by Ed Sheeran (out Friday)
 




Essay


Photo-illustration by Elizabeth Renstrom



How Did Taylor Swift Convince the World That She's Relatable?

By Spencer Kornhaber

A great way to ruin a party is to put on a Taylor Swift playlist. The Swift fans in the crowd will stop what they're doing to sing along, but pretty soon the non-Swifties will start to complain--about the breathy and effortful singing, or some fussily worded lyrics, or the general vibe of lovelorn sentimentality cut with dorky humor ("This. Sick. Beat!"). You'll soon find yourself hosting another round in the endless debate about whether Taylor Swift is a visionary artist or merely a slick product of marketing. Both camps will be reacting to the defining feature of Swift's music: There's just so much of her in it.


Read the full article.



More in Culture

	Dear James: I'm stuck caring for a husband I no longer love.
 	The Big Lebowski friendship test
 	Lauren Grodstein: "What I learned from the Georgia protests"
 	What's the point of a high-school reunion?
 	How a tradition forged in slavery persists today




Catch Up on The Atlantic

	David Frum on how Trump gets his way
 	RFK Jr.'s victory lap
 	Yair Rosenberg: The MAGA influencers rehabilitating Hitler




Photo Album


Delphine Anderson bids farewell to her 6-year-old son on the first day of school in Australia on February 1, 1989. (Jack Vincent Picone / Fairfax Media / Getty)



Students, parents, and teachers greet the new school year, in images from recent years and from the archives.



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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Trump's Crypto Dealings Now Have the Perfect Cover

In recent weeks, the family has dressed up its business dealings in the veneer of legitimacy.

by Will Gottsegen




The Trumps have never been known for their subtlety: They like to do things fast, big, and loud. This is especially so in the context of cryptocurrency, a noisy and chaotic industry by nature. Remember our president's collection of NFTs? Among the depictions on these digital trading cards is a portrait of Donald Trump in an Iron Man-inspired suit, accompanied by the caption "SUPERTRUMP." Or how about the $TRUMP meme coin and accompanying gamified gala dinner for its biggest investors?



It has been easy, in part because of the bluster of the Trumps' approach to promotion, to discount the family's dalliances in crypto as a cash grab: The meme coin--which has no function except to facilitate gambling--almost immediately made Trump a crypto billionaire. But recently, the family has taken a decidedly different tack--less Trumpian bombast, and more sober promotion of its crypto businesses. On Wednesday, Eric Trump joined CNBC after American Bitcoin, the crypto-mining company he co-founded, went public and began trading on the Nasdaq stock exchange. For the most part, he sounded like any other C-suite exec talking up their company after an IPO: "Watching what the stock is doing right now is just--it's beautiful and incredibly rewarding."

The public debut of American Bitcoin is just one way that the Trump family's crypto play has been dressed up over the past two weeks. The crypto firm Trump and his sons co-founded, World Liberty Financial, has aggressively expanded; the media company behind Truth Social has hoovered up millions in even more crypto; and that same company created a new crypto treasury to hold the stockpile. This blitz has proven to be enormously consequential (and enormously lucrative) for the maturing Trump crypto empire. Each of these moves has a veneer of legitimacy that the family's earlier crypto dealings lacked: They are much easier to defend than an Iron Man-inspired NFT, while doing just as much to enrich Trump and his sons.



The core of this maneuver is World Liberty Financial, which, despite counting Trump's three sons (including 19-year-old Barron) as founders, is by far the most legitimate-seeming operation in Trump's crypto universe. It is goofy--a "gold paper" issued by the company is plastered with a cartoon of Trump's face--but the company has attached itself to one of the most bulletproof parts of the crypto industry: stablecoins. These are cryptocurrencies pegged to the price of another asset, such as the U.S. dollar, and are typically backed by reserves. Think of them like digital cash. Thanks to a couple years of widespread adoption, stablecoins are now broadly accepted as the crypto industry's most robust innovation--one of the only true use cases in an industry that has long sought to prove it's more than just an avenue for speculation.



The company's stablecoin, USD1, launched back in March--but this week, the company moved to unlock a large tranche of what are known as "governance tokens." All governance tokens, in theory, can bring a level of accountability and democracy to a crypto project, conferring voting rights that can influence corporate-governance decisions--a little like how shareholders use voting stock to sway public companies. Except that in this case, the governance power conferred by the tokens seems mostly symbolic: World Liberty Financial's management team likely owns so much of the coin that it can veto the decisions. The Trumps alone hold nearly a quarter of the governance tokens that exist. The family netted as much as $5 billion in "paper wealth" once the tokens hit the market this week, according to The Wall Street Journal. The tokens, as of today, are likely the Trump family's most valuable asset, eclipsing all their golf courses and hotels.



It's a great example of the family's new crypto philosophy in action. World Liberty Finance certainly presents as a legitimate cryptocurrency business, but it is also, like the Trump meme coin, a way to put the Trump brand to work and potentially capitalize on the office of the presidency. In an emailed statement, White House Press Secretary Karoline Leavitt defended Trump's crypto dealings: "The media's continued attempts to fabricate conflicts of interest are irresponsible and reinforce the public's distrust in what they read. Neither the President nor his family have ever engaged, or will ever engage, in conflicts of interest."



Just in case the stablecoin operation wasn't enough to pass the legitimacy test, come Monday, Trump Media Group CRO Strategy, a new crypto company that exists mostly to buy lots of a single coin, will join American Bitcoin as a public company and be listed on Nasdaq. Tellingly, neither of these firms chose to go public through a traditional IPO, which involves all sorts of regulatory hurdles and public disclosures. By fast-tracking these stocks' public debuts, the Trumps are attempting to prove that these are real companies--legitimate assets backed by the fundamentals, rather than vaporware. Nasdaq, unlike some of the exchanges that listed the Trump meme coin, can be halted and controlled.



Few serious crypto investors could support Trump's meme coin with a straight face (Anthony Scaramucci famously called it "Idi Amin level corruption"), but today those same investors can point to American Bitcoin, or to World Liberty Financial's stablecoins, or to Trump Media Group CRO Strategy, and say, See? You can still buy the meme coin, or the Trump NFTs, or any of those other, more questionable, assets--but in the realer parts of their crypto empire, the Trumps have a perfect cover.
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U.S. Adversaries Strengthen Their Bond

Panelists discuss what a military parade in Beijing reveals about the future of American diplomacy, and more.

by The Editors




The leaders of Russia, China, and North Korea gathered in Beijing this week in a show of force that highlighted their strengthening alliance. On Washington Week With The Atlantic, panelists joined to discuss this and more.

"If you look at this gathering earlier this week, you had America's foremost adversaries declaring that their goal was to bring an end to the rules-based, post-war international order" that was "created and driven by the United States for our own benefit," Stephen Hayes, the editor of The Dispatch, explained last night. Yet, he continued, it's as if the Trump administration "is looking at them doing this" and saying, in effect, "How can we help?" Donald Trump is "picking fights with our allies and accommodating our enemies," Hayes argued.

Meanwhile, in a contentious hearing this week, Robert F. Kennedy Jr. defended his moves as secretary of health and human services before the Senate. The panel discussed how Kennedy's policies, including his anti-vaccine agenda, became popular with the MAGA base--and what it could mean for the future of American public health.

Joining the editor in chief of The Atlantic, Jeffrey Goldberg, to discuss this and more: Elisabeth Bumiller, a writer at large at The New York Times; Leigh Ann Caldwell, the chief Washington correspondent at Puck; Stephen Hayes, the editor of The Dispatch; and Vivian Salama, a staff writer at The Atlantic.

Watch the full episode here.
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The Power of Not Caring

Indifference can be its own small act of defiance.

by Rafaela Jinich




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.

For Melani Sanders, a mother and wife, it started after a grocery run. She got in her car, pulled out her phone, and declared that she didn't care--about shaving her legs, about wearing a "real bra," or about keeping her house tidy. That first video rant turned into the We Do Not Care Club, a viral chorus of women finding freedom in saying no to expectations of how they should look and act, particularly when it comes to appeasing men. "Sanders's digital rebellion speaks both to and for a silent majority of women who are tired of contorting themselves," Anna Holmes writes.

Of course, caring less isn't always easy. Humans are wired to worry about what others think--a holdover of our ancient survival instincts, Arthur C. Brooks notes. But, as he explains, most fears about judgment are overblown; our co-workers, our neighbors, even strangers online aren't thinking about us nearly as much as we imagine. Letting go of that pressure can unlock a more honest life. Sometimes, our rejection of norms reshapes even the most intimate choices, such as who to marry and what kind of partner to be.

Not caring doesn't mean apathy. It means deciding whose approval matters and whose doesn't. In a world crowded with pressures about how to live, look, and love, indifference can be its own quiet act of defiance. Today's newsletter explores societal expectations, and what it means not to care.



On Not Caring

What We Gain When We Stop Caring

By Anna Holmes

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

Read the article.

No One Cares!

By Arthur C. Brooks

Our fears about what other people think of us are overblown and rarely worth fretting over. (From 2021)

Read the article.

The New Marriage of Unequals

By Stephanie H. Murray

Women are now more likely to marry a less educated man than men are to marry a less educated woman.

Read the article.



Still Curious?

	American women are at a breaking point: In the United States, government support for families seems transgressive. It shouldn't be, Elliot Haspel wrote last year.
 	How about never? From Jane Austen to Rosa Parks, from Joan Didion to Stacey Abrams, saying no has been the key to female self-respect and political empowerment, Anna Holmes wrote in 2021.




Other Diversions

	Americans need to party more.
 	The marriage effect
 	When your kid's best friend is a great big problem




P.S.


Courtesy of Boriana C



I recently asked readers to share a photo of something that sparks their sense of awe in the world. "There are many places in the world that stop you in your tracks. For our family this year was the Hopewell Rocks Provincial Park in New Brunswick, Canada, the place of the highest tides (16 metres or 53 feet)," Boriana C, 53, from Montreal, writes. "When you wander among these giant creatures which you know will disappear in a few hours only to reemerge back with all their might, you can only imagine what comes next and wonder."

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

-- Isabel
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What Lisette Model Saw in Jazz

Her portraits capture the joy and wariness of the genre's luminaries.

by David A. Graham


Ray Nance ( left) and Duke Ellington (right) at the Newport Jazz Festival, July 1956 (Lisette Model*)



"I was absolutely overwhelmed by jazz because I knew that was America," the photographer Lisette Model once said. America is many things--joy and pain, freedom and repression--and Model's photos of jazz musicians and their audiences captured the full range. Model, a Viennese Jewish emigre, is best known today for her street photography, but in the early 1950s, she set out to create a book of jazz pictures, with an accompanying essay to be written by Langston Hughes. But as the art historian Audrey Sands writes in an essay included in a new book of Model's photos, suspicion of her leftist politics led to the project's collapse; Model herself was investigated by the FBI and Senator Joseph McCarthy. When she died in 1983, Model left behind some 1,800 negatives from her jazz project, most of which were never printed.


Billie Holiday at the New York Jazz Festival, 1957 (Lisette Model*)



Model loved to document audiences in moments of rapture. What jumps out in her images of musicians, however, is the wariness in their eyes and gestures--even from the courtly Duke Ellington. "I know of no photographer who has photographed people as inwardly as Lisette Model," the photographer Berenice Abbott wrote. Perhaps shared experiences of persecution connected Model, who had fled the Nazis in Europe, with her subjects. Even as the U.S. government used jazz to promote America's image abroad, the genre's luminaries suffered racism and violence at home. Miles Davis was brutally beaten by a police officer during a break in one of his own shows at a Manhattan nightclub, the worst of many incidents with law enforcement throughout his career. The drummer Art Taylor eventually relocated to France, where he and many other Black musicians sought better conditions. Billie Holiday, who for years had been harassed by the Federal Bureau of Narcotics, was arrested as she lay dying of liver and heart disease in the hospital. Model took a series of poignant postmortem photographs of Holiday, then never shot another jazz image again.



*Photographs of Davis, Ellington, Nance, and Taylor: (c) Lisette Model Foundation, courtesy of Eakins Press Foundation / Lisette Model fonds, National Gallery of Canada Library and Archives

Photograph of Holiday: (c) Lisette Model Foundation, courtesy of Eakins Press Foundation / The J. Paul Getty Museum, Los Angeles

This article appears in the October 2025 print edition with the headline "Jazz Legends."
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The First Millennial Saint

Carlo Acutis can be seen as relatable--or deeply strange.

by Kate Cray




Visit the Church of Santa Maria Maggiore in the Italian town of Assisi, and you'll encounter the life-size cutout of a teen boy: the soon-to-be Saint Carlo Acutis. His real body, encased in wax, lies nearby in a brightly tiled coffin with a glass panel in the center. He's dressed as you might expect a kid his age would be, in jeans, a zip-up jacket, and Nikes. Stone panels behind the coffin depict scenes from his life with some symbolic flourishes. In one, the logos of Facebook, Google, and other internet companies float around him.

Acutis, who is scheduled to be canonized on September 7, is unusual among saints. Born in London in 1991 and raised in Italy, he grew up with the internet--playing video games, making websites--and died at age 15, of leukemia. He's the first prospective saint to be entombed in branded gear. He's also the first Millennial.

The Catholic Church has embraced Acutis's identity as an ordinary teen and internet user. "The digital world can expose you to the risk of self-absorption, isolation and empty pleasure," Pope Francis wrote in Christus Vivit, a 2019 letter to young Catholics. "But don't forget that there are young people even there who show creativity and even genius." He pointed to Acutis as one example. Pope Leo also called on Acutis's legacy in a homily at the Jubilee of Young People this summer. Vatican representatives and news outlets have described Acutis as "a computer genius," a "tech-savvy teen," and "a child of the Web and the digital age." As the rector of the shrine where Acutis's remains lie said in 2022, "His 'normality' attracts and is an example for many."

Yet there's another way to see Acutis. Sure, he played video games, but he limited himself to one hour a week--not exactly typical kid behavior. He used his computer skills not to hang out in chat rooms or make goofy websites but to help his local parish and the Vatican with web design. He was apparently so fascinated by Eucharistic miracles--stories about the bread that believers take at Communion transforming into human heart tissue or starting to bleed--that he created an in-person exhibit and accompanying website about them. A movie about his life  describes him as a "teenage mystic," a term that harkens back to figures such as Hildegard of Bingen, a 12th-century abbess known for her trancelike visions. According to his mother, even before his leukemia diagnosis Acutis said he knew he would die young. Timothy P. O'Malley, a theologian at the University of Notre Dame, said in a 2024 lecture, "Carlo was weird." And recognizing that, O'Malley suggested, is the key to "unlocking his holiness."

Read: 'Dumbed-down Catholicism was a disaster' 

To a certain extent, the tension in Acutis's story--"He's just like us!" but also, not like us--is part of any sainthood campaign. But the diverging understandings of Acutis also speak to an urgent question for the Church, about how to reconcile certain of the faith's teachings with advances in science and technology. Some of the faithful resolve this conflict by rejecting the faith's more otherworldly elements; most Catholics in the United States, for example, don't believe in transubstantiation, which asserts that Communion bread and wine become the body and blood of Christ. Meanwhile, many of the most devout believers continue to embrace rituals that can seem out of place in the modern world. Still others fall somewhere in between.

Acutis has inspired devotion from both of these corners of the faith--even when they seem to clash. He represents a Church at an uncertain juncture: a contemporary, technologically fluent teenager who was also deeply interested in stories about bread turning into flesh.



Compared with other recent saints, Acutis has had a singular level of posthumous fame. One Facebook group honoring him has more than 320,000 members. More than 1 million people are reported to have visited the shrine in person last year; even more have seen its livestream. In one TikTok video, a girl films herself crying as she visits his tomb. In another, she writes that Acutis "changed my life forever." A supposed lock of his hair sold online for 2,000 euros this year; the Catholic Church denounced the sale, but that hasn't stopped more unverified relics from popping up. A Chicago parish has been named after him.

Acutis is set to become a saint fewer than 20 years after his death, light speed for a Church that once mandated candidates wait five decades before their cases could be considered. Such velocity isn't unheard of, Carlo Nardella, a sociology professor at the University of Milan, told me--but the exceptions are generally prominent figures such as Mother Teresa and Pope John Paul II, not ordinary people like Acutis.

The success of the campaign to canonize Acutis seems to be the result of two forces: a concerted effort by his family--a wealthy and powerful one--to share his story, and the usefulness of his identity to the Church. After Acutis died, in 2006, his mother, Antonia Salzano, who works for a Vatican organization that promotes research on martyrs, devoted herself to giving talks and speaking with journalists about him and all the miracles she believed him responsible for. She also sent his exhibit on Eucharistic miracles to more than 500 parishes, the Catholic News Agency reporter Courtney Mares wrote in her book, Blessed Carlo Acutis: A Saint in Sneakers. By 2007, an official in Milan tasked with presenting cases for sainthood said Acutis was worth looking into. In 2011, a group of priests and loved ones formed an association to advocate for his cause, and by 2013, the inquiry into his life had officially begun.

Read: The misunderstood reason millions of Americans stopped going to church

Church leaders ultimately decide who becomes a saint. But campaigns for sainthood thrive on devotion from laypeople. A would-be saint needs to be proved responsible for two miracles, which happens only when enough people know about and pray to the candidate. A new population began to learn about Acutis when, in 2010, the Brazilian priest Marcelo Tenorio heard of him from his godson and spread his story around the country. Tenorio held services in his honor, mailed pamphlets to parishes, and befriended Salzano, who gave him a relic of Acutis's to exhibit. In 2013, a young boy with a malformed pancreas touched that relic at a church in Sao Sebastiao, Brazil, and prayed that he would stop vomiting. According to the boy's family, he was eating normally when he got home that day.

In 2020, after the Church recognized the miracle, Acutis was beatified. Last year, the Church recognized a second miracle for Acutis, when a Costa Rican university student who was studying in Italy and suffering from severe head trauma said she was healed unexpectedly after her mother visited Acutis's tomb. It was official: Acutis would become a saint.



Acutis's story is a convenient one for the Church right now. His canonization is happening at a time when the Catholic population in the U.S. is rapidly aging. Catholicism "needs young people who are a good example of how to be devout," Massimo Faggioli, a professor of historical theology at Villanova University, told me, "without being anti-modern, anti-society, anti-world." Acutis fits neatly in that niche.

The people I spoke with who work with young Catholics told me that seeing oneself in a saint can draw believers in. Katherine Dugan, a professor studying contemporary Catholicism at Springfield College, in Massachusetts, said that the highly religious students she has researched "love a saint that's married. They love talking about lay saints, saints that do normal things that they can relate to." Kathleen Sprows Cummings, an American studies and history professor at Notre Dame and the author of A Saint of Our Own, told me, "My students are fascinated by him." She continued, "They were talking about, like, 'He's wearing Nike sneakers.' They just thought this was just the greatest thing."

Any relatable characteristic could lure in the faithful, but, for the Church, the internet is a point of particular interest. The Vatican is certainly not against the online world; the Catholic Church was an early adopter of the internet, creating an official website in 1995. But some officials do seem wary of it. At a recent address to Catholic influencers, Pope Leo urged attendees to focus less on their follower count and more on their message. Heidi A. Campbell, a Texas A&M professor who studies technology and religion, told me, "The Catholic Church is very pro using this technology as long as it's affirming their values." Acutis's digital restraint seemed to achieve this balance: The official decree recognizing his heroic virtues--an early hurdle on the path to sainthood--cites his computer use as a model.

Read: The Catholics who have to worship somewhere else

Acutis's devotion to the Eucharist seems to be another helpful point. "He was an average, simple, spontaneous, likable young man," Cardinal Agostino Vallini said in a 2020 homily. He also highlighted Acutis's attendance at daily Mass and the time he spent in Eucharistic adoration. As an ordinary teenager who also revered Communion, Acutis offers Vatican officials a way to show how belief in the practice can coexist with contemporary life.

But not all Catholics are looking for ordinariness in their religious figures. Many devout young people in the U.S. tend to desire an "intentionally countercultural, more evangelistic Catholicism," Katherine Schmidt, a religious-studies professor at Molloy University, told me. Molly Worthen, a religious-history professor at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, said that around the world, plenty of believers have a "hunger for evidence of God's presence" that is not satisfied by "modern rationalistic approaches to the universe." She added: "The future of Christianity is highly supernaturalist." Acutis appeals to this cohort too.

The push and pull between adapting to the world and standing apart from it is core not just to Acutis's life but also to the history of Catholicism. Over the years, many in the Church have felt that it needs to change to avoid extinction. Worthen told me that in the 16th and 17th centuries, this impulse led the Vatican to tighten up the scientific rigor of its miracle-vetting process in response to reports of levitating saints. More recently, Church officials have discouraged the faithful from worshipping in Latin. At the same time, Schmidt told me, many other Catholics think that "if we don't get really clear on what it is we believe and offer something substantive to people, then we're gonna die."

One unique feature of the Catholic Church, Worthen told me, has been its ability "more than maybe any other religious institution in the modern world" to keep all of those diverging beliefs "under one tent." One day, devotees may decide whether Acutis was weird or relatable. Or they may not. For now, his story may be best for the Church if it's left unresolved.
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The Man Who Taught Hollywood How to Dress

Giorgio Armani, who died on Thursday at 91, made the red carpet a fashion show.

by Kimberly Chrisman-Campbell




The red carpet, if you can believe it, was once a fashion dead zone, a sequin-strewn wasteland where good taste went to die. For years, many stars served as their own stylist or whipped up their own clothes, with predictably patchy results. In 1989, when Demi Moore showed up to the Academy Awards in a spandex-bike-shorts-and-corset ensemble of her own design, Women's Wear Daily called it an "Oscar Fright."

But earlier this year, Moore dominated awards-season best-dressed lists, winning raves for an elegant, metallic Oscars gown with a plunging neckline and a skirt that swept to the floor, pooling in a shimmering puddle. The dress was the work of the Italian designer Giorgio Armani, who died yesterday in Milan at the age of 91--and who was the reason so many stars wear high fashion in the first place. During his 50-year solo career, the designer transformed the red carpet into a runway, teaching Hollywood how to dress and harnessing the power of celebrity to build his global fashion empire--and his legacy.

Read: The real game changer at the Met Gala

As a young man, Armani studied medicine and served in the military. He got his start in the fashion industry "almost by accident," he told Time in 1982, by taking a job at the high-end Milanese department store La Rinascente. There, he learned about fabric and customer behavior, and his skills eventually led him to a role with the Italian designer Nino Cerruti. A relationship with Sergio Galeotti, an architect, helped Armani strike out on his own; although Armani valued the stability of a salaried job, Galeotti encouraged him to create designs under his own name. In 1975, the two of them founded the Armani label in Milan.

From his earliest days working in Italy, the designer excelled in both menswear and women's clothing--an unusual feat--and androgyny was a hallmark of his work. He was known for suits, and though they were often labeled "power suits," they were the antithesis of high-finance stuffiness. Loose and drapey, they evoked the Italian Renaissance ideal of sprezzatura, or "effortless elegance," and both men and women were seduced by them. Armani helped make pantsuits chic for women at a time when they were just becoming widely accepted as officewear and eveningwear.

His relationship with Hollywood took off in the 1980s. At the time, the red carpet was a site of chaos. Under the Hollywood studio system that had controlled the film industry since the late 1920s, in-house wardrobe departments typically served as both designers and stylists, dressing each studio's stable of actors for premieres and parties. That system collapsed in the 1960s, freeing actors to choose their own projects and collaborators but leaving them sartorially adrift. Although some stars had long-standing relationships with A-list fashion designers--Audrey Hepburn with Givenchy, Liza Minnelli with Halston--others turned to the Vegas-style glitz of homegrown Hollywood dressmakers such as Bob Mackie and Nolan Miller, or made their own clothes, as Moore did. The situation grew so dire that at one point, the Oscars telecast provided Academy-approved gowns and tuxedos free to presenters. As the show's costume designer, Ron Talsky, explained to the Daily News in 1984, attendees "would be offered suggestions on what to wear, but they just showed up and nobody really cared how they looked."

Yet Armani saw an opportunity: He believed that he could win over American customers through the entertainment industry. Diane Keaton was an early adopter of his designs and in 1978 wore one of his jackets while accepting her Oscar for Annie Hall. Just a couple of years later, his profile exploded. He had jumped at the chance to dress Richard Gere's posh hustler in the 1980 film American Gigolo, and in Armani's slouchy, sexy, unstructured suits, Gere "did more for the cause of men's fashions than any spiffy dresser since Cary Grant," a fashion editor at the Chicago Sun-Times gushed at the time. (The understated looks served as harbingers of today's stealth wealth and quiet luxury.) Armani's sales soared, and the designer went on to create menswear for many movies and TV shows, including Miami Vice, The Untouchables, The Dark Knight, The Wolf of Wall Street, and The Social Network.

Read: The polarizing movie that paved the way for Barbie-mania

In 1988, Armani opened a palatial 13,000-square-foot boutique on Rodeo Drive, making a bold claim to his self-appointed position as Hollywood's resident couturier. He installed a VIP showroom and hired a "director of entertainment-industry communications" to serve as a liaison between the boutique and the red carpet. He took pride in not paying celebrities for access, but he didn't hesitate to offer his preferred clients free or discounted clothes and all-expenses-paid trips to Milan to sit in the front row at his shows.

This was the opening salvo in a red-carpet arms race. Other designers quickly imitated Armani's tactics, but he was already an honorary member of the Hollywood elite. Julia Roberts wore an oversize menswear-inspired suit (complete with tie) to the 1990 Golden Globes, and Jodie Foster accepted her 1992 Oscar for The Silence of the Lambs in a pale-pink Armani suit with subtle silver beading. His clothing became equally popular with Hollywood agents and power brokers, such as the director Martin Scorsese, the producer Don Simpson, the Columbia Pictures president Dawn Steel, and the dapper NBA coach Pat Riley. Armani's relaxed silhouettes and lightweight Italian wools, crepes, and cashmeres worked as well in Los Angeles as they did in Milan. In 1990, Women's Wear Daily declared the Academy Awards the "Armani Awards." As the designer had predicted, by conquering Hollywood, he had conquered America.


The actor Richard Gere shows the designer Giorgio Armani his suit label, as guests watch the exchange, with the socialite Lee Radziwill. (Art Streiber / WWD / Penske Media via Getty)



Over the years, however, not everyone has applauded the changes that Armani ushered into Hollywood. Rita Watnick, the owner of the celeb-friendly Los Angeles vintage-clothing boutique Lily et Cie, didn't like that women were wearing pants to the Oscars; she blamed Armani for dressing down Hollywood. In 1999, after more designers had established relationships with celebrities and Oscar looks had become more uniformly tasteful, Anna Wintour suggested that the event's fashion had also become boring, writing in Vogue, "It was enough to make you yearn for the memorable fashion faux pas of years past, or at least a star secure enough to forgo designers and stylists and dare to express herself."

Armani, for his part, remained steadfast in his choices, and insisted that he maintained values of elegance in his work no matter what changed around him. At the same time, he seemed to welcome the idea that what happened on the red carpet might change again. In 2018, during the height of the #MeToo protests, when some stars turned clothing into a form of solidarity--rows and rows of them dressing in all black at the Golden Globes--he appeared to marvel at just how powerful a symbol that fashion on the red carpet had become. But he also noted that he didn't think it was necessarily surprising. "The red carpet," he wrote in The Guardian, "was always an opportunity for developing new ideas and thus for progress."
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Why This Administration Can't Fill Its Jobs

Making many officials work multiple roles is bad for governance.

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.

The best line of Donald Trump's three-hour-plus Cabinet meeting last week came not from the president but from Marco Rubio.

"Personally, this is the most meaningful Labor Day of my life, as someone who has four jobs," said Rubio, who was serving as secretary of state, acting national security adviser, acting archivist of the United States, and acting administrator of USAID. (He's since handed the latter to Russell Vought, who now also has three titles.) Three of these roles are subject to Senate confirmation; Rubio has been confirmed, and for that matter nominated, only as secretary of state. Trump has not put any nominee forward for the other two positions.

From top roles on down, the Trump administration continues to struggle to find people who can and will fill jobs, leaving the president to rely on a small circle of advisers, each playing multiple roles. The result is short-staffing and conflicts of interest that help explain why the executive branch has been bad at accomplishing not only its statutory responsibilities but also some of its political goals.

Consider Stephen Miran, the chair of the White House Council of Economic Advisers. Trump has nominated him to fill a recently vacated seat on the Federal Reserve's Board of Governors. Miran told senators during a hearing yesterday that if he is confirmed, he will not resign from the CEA.

"I have received advice from counsel that what is required is an unpaid leave of absence from the Council of Economic Advisers," Miran said. "And so, considering the term for which I'm being nominated is a little bit more than four months, that is what I will be taking." (Miran said that if confirmed to a full term, he would resign.)

In other words, Miran would be simultaneously serving (albeit without pay) a president who has demanded that the Fed lower interest rates and sitting on the ostensibly independent board that sets interest rates. Conflicts of interest aren't usually quite so obvious. The claim that an attorney advised Miran that his approach is fine is not encouraging: This administration seems to be able to get a lawyer to sign off on practically any arrangement. That doesn't mean the public should accept it. But don't worry--Miran demurred when a senator asked if he was Trump's "puppet."

Somehow, this is not the most disturbing case. Emil Bove, Trump's former personal lawyer and a top Justice Department official, was narrowly confirmed as a federal appeals judge in July. But between that vote and taking his spot on the bench, Bove continued to work at the Justice Department, reportedly attending both internal meetings and a public event--a highly unusual arrangement. Once again, this didn't appear to be an explicit violation of the judiciary's rules, because he hadn't yet been sworn in; nevertheless, he risked working on issues that could come before him in court. It doesn't take a law degree to see why this arrangement looks bad, especially at a moment when faith in the courts as a check on the executive branch is in question.

"Socializing with Trump is fine. Advising Trump is not fine. Putting himself physically in a place where it looks like he is identifying with the president's political agenda is not fine," the legal ethicist Stephen Gillers told The New York Times. Then again, Bove has never seemed all that concerned about appearing to be anything other than a Trump sycophant. During his confirmation process, he refused to say whether a third presidential term was permitted, despite the clear language of the Constitution, and accounts from several whistleblowers contradict statements he made in his confirmation hearing, which suggests that he may have lied to senators. (He denies this.)

I first wrote about Trump's use of dual-hatting, which is the term for one person filling multiple jobs, back in May. At the time, the possibility existed that this was a temporary state of affairs. Now it's starting to look more permanent. Despite a focus on identifying qualified nominees, a key point in Project 2025, Trump's pace of confirmations for top jobs is roughly the same as it was in his first, shambolic term. This comes even though Republicans control the Senate and have not voted down any nominees. Democrats have tried to slow down various appointments, and the GOP is considering the "nuclear option" to circumvent Democrats' efforts, but they can't confirm someone who hasn't even been nominated, as is the case for nearly 300 roles.

Jobs that don't have a person devoted to the work full-time are bad for effective governing. For example, the Department of Homeland Security recently told the nonprofit watchdog American Oversight that since early April, it has not been saving text messages exchanged by top officials, as required by law. (DHS later told the Times that it does preserve texts but did not explain why it had previously denied American Oversight's requests for them.) Responsibility for collecting public records and enforcing laws falls on the National Archives, which Rubio now runs, but he seems unlikely to crack down on DHS, even if he had the time to concentrate on the matter.

An ideological case for failing to appoint individuals for each opening is more plausible: Traditional conservatives who prefer that government do less might cheer this. But as I wrote last week, Trump is attempting to establish an extremely intrusive government that flexes its muscles in nearly every area of American life. That's hard to do with a skeleton crew, and it sometimes means staffers trying to do things that they don't really have the authority to do.

Or, in other cases, the expertise. This week, the Department of, uh, War reportedly approved plans to detail as many as 600 military lawyers to serve as temporary immigration judges. A shortage of immigration judges is a real problem that has dogged the U.S. government for years. A person who comes to the United States and requests asylum may wait for years before they receive a hearing or an interview. Some of those people will be accepted, but some will not, and the prospect of spending years in the U.S. while waiting is understandably attractive for migrants.

That doesn't mean military lawyers are a good solution, and not simply because the Pentagon seems to have its hands full of tricky legal situations, including the soft launch of martial law in American cities and what look like extrajudicial murders of suspected drug smugglers (the administration has said that it acted lawfully, but it hasn't offered a detailed explanation). Immigration law is notoriously complex. Bringing in military lawyers "makes as much sense as having a cardiologist do a hip replacement," Ben Johnson, the head of the American Immigration Lawyers Association, told the Associated Press.

This is the latest instance of Trump turning to the armed forces to do things for which they aren't trained or prepared. A militarized society isn't merely a threat to the Constitution and freedom; it's also unlikely to work very well. Nor is a Federal Reserve that's a subsidiary of the White House, or a federal bench that is a wing of the Department of Justice, which itself appears to be an appendage of Trump's personal legal team. These moves have the same ultimate effect as Trump's efforts to steamroll the judiciary and seize powers from Congress: They create a president who is worse-informed, worse-advised, and ever more powerful.

Related:

	The mad dual-hatter
 	Emil Bove is a sign of the times.




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Tom Nichols: The world no longer takes Trump seriously.
 	America's unilateral disarmament in the censorship war, by Anne Applebaum
 	A massive vaccine experiment




Today's News

	 President Donald Trump signed an executive order renaming the Department of Defense as the Department of War, reviving the agency's pre-1947 title.
 
 	A new report from The New York Times details how a team of Navy SEALs in 2019 killed unarmed North Koreans on a secret mission approved by Trump to plant an electronic device to intercept communications of North Korea's leader, Kim Jong Un.
 	Federal agents detained 475 workers, most of them South Korean nationals, in what an official said was the largest-ever Department of Homeland Security enforcement operation on a single site, at a Hyundai facility in Georgia.




Dispatches

	The Books Briefing: When the novelist Lauren Grodstein visited Tbilisi, Georgia, in 2023, the protests she witnessed made her think differently about perseverance, Boris Kachka writes.
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What It Costs to Be a Sorority Girl

By Annie Joy Williams

"There are three important things in a mother's life--the birth of her child, her daughter's wedding day, and sorority rush," Bill Alverson, a sorority-rush coach and the star of the Lifetime show A Sorority Mom's Guide to Rush, likes to say. Lately, rush is bigger and more competitive than ever, driven by a boom in TikTok content detailing the process. Coaches like Alverson have begun offering their services to girls--and their mothers--desperate to get a bid from elite sororities, and these services don't come cheap.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	Tesla wants out of the car business.
 	Not everything Trump does is a "distraction" from Jeffrey Epstein
 	Autocracy in America: AI and the rise of techno-fascism in the United States
 	Tom Nichols: Pete Hegseth's Department of Cringe




Culture Break


Pamela Smith / AP



Take a look. These photos of the week show the U.S. Open Tennis Championships, a sea lion in San Diego, a slippery-pole contest in Malta, and more.

Read. In his movies and his writing, the South Korean director Lee Chang-dong has long used images to suggest what can't be expressed, Lily Meyer 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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America Surrenders in the Global Information Wars

The U.S. is reorienting its foreign policy to protect governments that manipulate and suppress information.

by Anne Applebaum




Every day, some 2 billion people around the world use privacy-protection tools supported by the Open Technology Fund. When people in China escape their government's firewalls and censorship software--now so dense that the system has been called the "locknet"--or when users in Cuba or Myanmar evade cruder internet blocks, they can access material written in their own languages and read stories they would otherwise never see. Both the access and some of the information are available because the U.S. government has for decades backed a constellation of programs--the technology fund, independent foreign-language broadcasters, counterpropaganda campaigns--designed to give people in repressive countries access to evidence-based news.

The information that people in the autocratic world receive from this network is wide ranging, based on reporting, and very different from what they are told by state media in their own country. If they live in Iran, for example, they might have learned from Radio Farda (backed by U.S. funding, broadcast in Persian) that their government did not, as it had claimed, capture an Israeli pilot during June's bombing campaign, and they might even have heard, in their own language, American explanations of the campaign instead. If they live in Siberia, they could hear from Radio Liberty (U.S.-backed, staffed by Russian-speaking journalists) precise information about the poor condition of their local roads, including one highway that is 89 miles long but so muddy and full of potholes that traversing it takes 36 hours. If they are Uyghurs living in China, they could have heard, at least before the end of May, reporting in Uyghur from Radio Free Asia (also U.S.-backed, producing reports in nine languages), the broadcaster that originally informed the world about internment camps for members of the persecuted minority.

Tom Nichols: They're cheering for Trump in Moscow--again

But for how much longer will this information flow? Right now, all of America's foreign broadcasters, which also include Voice of America, Radio Free Europe, and a handful of others, are in grave danger. At the end of February, President Donald Trump appointed Kari Lake as senior adviser to the U.S. Agency for Global Media, which oversees them. Lake is an ideologue and former local-TV anchor who failed to be elected governor of Arizona, and then failed to be elected as a senator from Arizona. With no experience in international broadcasting or foreign policy, she put the entire staff of VOA on administrative leave and announced plans to cut the funding of all of the organizations under the USAGM umbrella; she did so with venomous relish, hypocritically accusing chronically underfunded broadcasters of wastefulness, tarring journalists as foreign agents. She began firing contract employees, in some cases giving visa holders who had worked for years on behalf of the U.S. government 30 days to leave the country.

All of the organizations contend that Lake's actions are illegal, and all of them are now engaged in extensive lawsuits, even as they are already cutting budgets, programs, and journalists. They have won some initial cases. In March, U.S. District Court Judge Royce Lamberth ordered the administration to keep Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty open, "in keeping with Congress's longstanding determination" that "the continued operation of RFE/RL is in the public interest." Last month, the same judge, a Ronald Reagan appointee, found that Lake did not actually have the right to fire Michael Abramowitz, the director of Voice of America. That power belongs to a bipartisan, Senate-confirmed board--whose members Trump removed in January. Congress, not Lake, also has the legal right to decide whether or not to fund the broadcasters and can decide to do so, overriding the president and his Office of Management and Budget, which pushed hard to eliminate the outlets. Indeed, the House Appropriations Committee has already put funding for foreign broadcasting in next year's budget--although of course the administration is challenging Congress's power of the purse as well.

Even if they remain open, all of the foreign broadcasters will remain in peril under an administration that is bent on destroying them, and they know it. When reporting this article, I interviewed multiple people who asked not to be quoted: Nobody wants to say or do anything that will make the situation worse. These are mission-driven people who have gone to work every day in the belief that they are promoting America, as well as a set of American ideals--free speech, the rule of law, democracy.

They have long had bipartisan support. Since the creation of Radio Free Europe in 1950, Democrats, Republicans, senators, representatives, and every president from Harry Truman to Joe Biden all believed in the importance of helping people in closed societies gain access to evidence-based information, and not just for their own sake. Better-informed Russians or Iranians would be less likely to go to war with us, less likely to invade other countries, more likely to resist the whims of their dictators. Even Donald Trump in his first term as president--despite the best efforts of some of his appointees--continued to support independent foreign media, anti-censorship technology, and assistance for activists who fight censorship all over the world.

But that era is over. Without openly saying so, the United States is reorienting its foreign policy to protect governments that manipulate and censor information, both inside their own countries and around the world. Our own national security could suffer.

"Promoting censorship" is not how the administration describes its foreign policy, of course. In a speech in Riyadh earlier this year, Trump promised Saudi Arabia and other Middle Eastern monarchies that America would stop "giving you lectures on how to live and how to govern your own affairs." That made it sound like the administration would be somehow neutral.

But in a world of intense ideological competition, there is no such thing as neutrality. Since Trump's election, China has not stopped spending billions of dollars broadcasting autocratic propaganda, buying space on television networks around the world, and training international journalists. Russia has not stopped using social media and deceptive websites to weaken and divide the U.S. and Europe, to prop up dictatorships in Africa, or to lie about the war in Ukraine.

Everywhere American voices disappear, other powers will fill the gap. An extensive Wall Street Journal investigation found that in Thailand, for example, a regular VOA slot on the Thai state broadcaster has already been replaced by a Chinese outlet. An Indonesian news channel that hosts a weekly program for the country's Chinese diaspora no longer features reports in Mandarin from VOA after the cuts; it has replaced them with China's state-run television too. The Journal found that China is rushing to expand media services in Africa, and cited in particular Ethiopia and Nigeria; a former USAGM employee told me that this was happening just as U.S. broadcasters were planning to expand in Ethiopia. RFA's Cantonese-language service went off the air July 1, on the anniversary of the handover of Hong Kong from the U.K. to China.

The losses from cuts to RFE/RL inside Russia will be just as great. Already, cuts to the outlet forced Systema, RFE/RL's Russian investigative unit, to halt some of its work on corruption and organized crime, especially bad timing at a moment when this kind of information could help democratic governments track down companies that are evading sanctions. Programs exposing covert influence campaigns, counting war deaths, and producing material in minority languages aimed at Tatarstan, Bashkiria, and the North Caucasus have already been reduced or suspended. Russian state media will control the airwaves in all of those places instead.

Read: The voice of America will sound like Trump

In Iran, the impact could be even more acute. A few days after the Israeli and American bombing raids in Iran, I spoke with Saeid Golkar, a U.S.-based political scientist who follows Iranian social media. He told me Iranians were hearing from the regime that "we won this war; Israel has been defeated." Those who don't have access to alternative media were being bombarded with the same narrative: We are winning. At one point the Trump administration, belatedly realizing that it had a problem with messaging in Iran, scrambled to find recently sidelined Farsi-speaking VOA journalists and asked them to come back to work.

Americans have never supported foreign autocrats who hide information from citizens, nor did Trump's electorate vote for censorship. On the contrary, Trump's MAGA movement has repeatedly portrayed itself as the victim of censorship, sometimes conjuring up fake statistics or stories to prove it. (One famous example: that "22 million tweets" were suppressed by the Biden administration during the 2020 presidential campaign, which would have been shocking had it actually happened). Yet now that they are in place, MAGA policies amount to unilateral disarmament in the ongoing narrative war between the autocratic and democratic worlds..

Renee DiResta: My encounter with the fantasy-industrial complex

Consider the fate of the Global Engagement Center, a small State Department office, also the product of a bipartisan effort and initially designed, well before the 2016 election, as a response to online terrorist and extremist campaigns. For the past several years, the GEC dedicated itself to identifying and revealing covert Russian and Chinese propaganda, most recently in Africa and Latin America. The GEC never played any role inside the United States and never aspired to do so. Nevertheless, the organization became the focus of a series of far-right conspiracy theories, amplified on X, which dishonestly described the GEC as an institution promoting "censorship."

Late last year, congressional Republicans refused to renew its funding. When announcing the organization's final closure, the State Department declared that the GEC "spent millions of dollars to actively silence and censor the voices of Americans"--a statement that not only provided no evidence but also represented an extraordinary example of the department smearing its own employees. On Donald Trump Jr.'s podcast, Darren Beattie, the acting under secretary of state for public diplomacy and the person who shaped this policy, boasted about how he had killed off the GEC, a "censorship operation within the State Department."

In truth, the only real beneficiaries of the GEC's closure were the foreign dictators conducting covert propaganda campaigns. In the weeks before the organization ceased operations, employees were preparing an exposure of a Chinese information operation in Europe and other regions. Three people familiar with this plan, who requested anonymity to avoid jeopardizing current and former colleagues at the State Department, told me that it was presented to Beattie, who stopped work on the exposure. "Far from spiking a single plan, we were proud to spike the entire GEC," Beattie said in a statement today. "Indeed, not only was GEC's infamous censorship activity profoundly misaligned with this Administration's pro-free speech position, it was woefully and embarrassingly ineffective on its own terms. We prefer to advance our public diplomacy objectives by telling the truth to our adversaries, rather than censor our own citizens." Beattie did not explain how exposing Chinese propaganda campaigns would restrict Americans' freedom of expression.

Further consequences continue to reverberate. On August 29, the State Department leadership also gave official notice to staff that it was terminating more than two dozen agreements that the GEC had reached with countries around the world. These agreements had been designed to create common language and tactics to push back against Russian, Chinese, Iranian, and terrorist influence campaigns overseas. In the cable sent to staff, the State Department insisted that the agreements "infringed upon free speech enshrined in the U.S. Constitution" and stated that "the best way to counter disinformation is free speech." But this is a strange argument to use in this context, given that the GEC was literally a vehicle for free speech: Its main function in the past several years was to publicly identify manipulation and promote transparency. Also, as one former State senior official pointed out to me, the department's arguments make no sense, given that the administration is seeking to dismantle America's foreign broadcasters. If we want more free speech, why are we suppressing our own voice?

Even more mysterious, in this sense, are the assaults on the National Endowment for Democracy and its sister organizations, which include the International Republican Institute, affiliated with the Republican Party, and the National Democratic Institute, affiliated with the Democrats. These organizations were not, before November, of special concern to Trump. All of them were founded in 1983, inspired by Ronald Reagan's call for new institutions to "foster the infrastructure of democracy--the system of a free press, unions, political parties, universities--which allows people to choose their own way, to develop their own culture, to reconcile their own differences through peaceful means."

Until now they have also played important roles in countering authoritarian propaganda and fighting censorship around the world. NED makes small grants to groups that monitor elections, promote free speech, fight kleptocracy, and counter authoritarian propaganda. For example, NED once funded the Asia Fact Check Lab, which exposes and explains Chinese information operations. The IRI has among other things polled more than 1.5 million people in more than 100 countries in recent decades, helping provide reliable information about the public's views, often in places that don't have many other sources. The NDI's Open Government Partnership was one of many programs designed to fight corruption.

The endowment has so far successfully fought attempts to cut its funding in court, winning an unambiguous legal ruling, with which the administration complied, to preserve in full this year's funding. NED also enjoys deep support across Congress, and has an organizational structure designed to protect it from political attack: It is run not by the U.S. government but by an independent, bipartisan board, which allows it to keep its distance from partisan politics. I was on that board from 2016 until 2024 and can attest that the conspiracy theories are wrong. The endowment's board members are not secret intelligence officers but former civil servants, members of Congress, academics, and regional experts. Nobody pays them for the work they do, pro bono, on NED's behalf.

The same kinds of unpaid boards run NDI and IRI, organizations that have historically worked with center-left and center-right political parties around the world and played special roles in connecting members of Congress with their foreign counterparts--in other words, spreading the American message around the world. Both have deep links to their respective parties; notably, the IRI board includes Senators Mitt Romney, Lindsey Graham, Joni Ernst, Tom Cotton, and Dan Sullivan. And yet all of these organizations also became targets after a small number of accounts on X began attacking them. (One of the accounts belongs to Mike Benz, who also invented the "Biden censored 22 million tweets" mythology, so there is a certain logic to his role.) Among other things, the accounts falsely accuse the organizations of being CIA fronts--exactly the kind of lie that Russian propagandists tell.

None of these organizations, and certainly not the foreign broadcasters, has ever been offered a good-faith explanation for why they continue to be monitored, audited, and threatened with closure. "The only kind of communication we've gotten from USAGM, even at a staff level, is around terminations and reactivation of our grant agreement," one agency insider told me on the condition of anonymity. "There's no engagement on the work or the substance or the capabilities of the organization whatsoever." Yet the work has never been more urgent. In the areas of censorship technology alone, cuts could begin to have immediate impact if not reversed. If funding for their virtual-private-network initiatives is not renewed, for example, the OTF will have to cut off access for tens of millions of users in China, Russia, Cuba, and Iran next November.

Chinese and Russian propagandists aren't hiding how pleased they are by cuts to the organizations that challenge them and their narratives all over the world. Hu Xijin, the former editor of Global Times, a Chinese state-backed publication, wrote on social media that the "Chinese people are happy to see the U.S. anti-China ideological fortress breached from within." Margarita Simonyan, the editor in chief of RT, the Russian state news station, echoed this view on a Russian talk show: "Today is a holiday for me and my colleagues at RT and Sputnik," she said soon after cuts to RFE/RL and VOA were announced. The show's host responded by gloating about fired Russian employees who "will now fight for the right to work as cleaners and floor cleaners." The host continued, "By the way, I am addressing you, independent journalists: Die, you animals, because you are lying, vile, disgusting traitors to the Motherland. Die in a ditch."

From the June 2024 issue: The new propaganda war

Lying, vile, disgusting traitors to the Motherland--the extremity of this language is a clue to why these organizations matter. Officials in Russia, China, Iran, Cuba, Venezuela, and other dictatorships hate independent journalism and civic engagement for good reasons. Real information exposes crime and corruption. Active citizens inspire people to hope for something better. Inside Russia, they could help convince the public that the war in Ukraine is a shocking waste of human life. Inside Iran, they could inspire people to fight against a regime that's destroying their economy and carrying out a paranoid search for political enemies. More than 800 executions have already taken place this year, a huge increase over last year's pace.

From the American point of view, foreign broadcasters and organizations that fight foreign propaganda are a bargain. They cost very little in comparison with the billions we spend on defense. They have the potential to produce huge benefits. So why cut them?

In the absence of logical explanations, alternate theories abound. Some believe there is a plan to privatize VOA. Others think the explanation is simpler. Some MAGA acolytes, including Russell Vought of OMB, simply don't believe that the U.S. should have any kind of soft power. Others like and admire Russian President Vladimir Putin's regime. In December 2021, for example, Darren Beattie posted on X that "Nato is a much greater threat to American liberty than Putin ever was." Perhaps Beattie, Lake, and Benz simply share the same deep dislike of independent journalists such as Hu Xijin and Margarita Simonyan, and feel the same enthusiasm for destroying them.

The Trump administration has temporarily given this clique power. But even now, it is important to remember that they don't represent the majority of Americans, nor do they represent a majority in Congress. In the coming months, the House and the Senate can, with a little effort and just the barest hint of bravery, resist this unilateral disarmament and put America back at the center of the fight against authoritarian propaganda. Instead of allowing the Chinese and Russians to gain ground, Congress can both restore funding and push back against the administration's budgetary games, the rescissions that could restrict Congress's ability to legislate about this, or anything else, in the future.

They can also back the people and the programs that legislators, including Republicans in both chambers, have long said they believe in. As Judge Lamberth wrote, when ruling on the case of RFE/RL, "Congress has found that 'it is the policy of the United States to promote the right of freedom of opinion and expression' and that 'open communication of information and ideas among the peoples of the world contributes to international peace and stability." Following its own logic, Congress can rededicate America to the real fight, against real censorship, once again.



*Illustration Sources: Jorg Greuel / Getty; CSA-Archive / Getty; Colors Hunter / Getty; Talaj / Getty.
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Tesla Wants Out of the Car Business

Elon Musk's grand vision is coming into focus.

by Patrick George




Elon Musk still makes some of America's best electric cars. Earlier this summer, I rented a brand-new, updated Tesla Model Y, the first refresh to the electric SUV since it debuted, in 2020. Compared with even just two years ago, when the Model Y became the world's best-selling car, many companies make great EVs now. Some of them have the Model Y beat in certain areas, but for the price, the Tesla is still the total package.



Now, imagine how good Teslas could be if Musk apparently wasn't so bored with making them. With the exception of the struggling Cybertruck, Tesla hasn't released an entirely new electric car in five years. Musk has indicated that he wants Tesla to primarily focus on building robotaxis and robots. Autonomous-vehicle technology "is the product that makes Tesla a ten-trillion company," he told his biographer, Walter Isaacson. "People will be talking about this moment in a hundred years." All the while, Tesla has continued to make almost all of its money from selling cars.



But now it's clearer than ever that Tesla's future is not in selling cars. The company's latest "Master Plan IV," which was released earlier this week, makes no mention of any new electric cars in the works. It is instead a technocratic fever dream, predicting a future in which humanoid robots made by Tesla free us from mundane tasks and create a utopia of "sustainable abundance." To the extent that cars are mentioned at all, it's in the context of robotaxis, or the batteries that power them. In other words, Tesla, the biggest EV company in the country, wants out of the car business.



This new master plan--released on Musk's platform, X, naturally--might be easy to ignore. The roughly 1,000-word document is exceedingly vague and includes language like this: "The hallmark of meritocracy is creating opportunities that enable each person to use their skills to accomplish whatever they imagine." Even Musk conceded on X that the plan needs "more specifics." But Tesla has released only three previous master plans since its founding in 2003, and generally, they have paved the way for Tesla's future. The first one, published in 2006, laid out the path that Tesla would end up taking with its EVs: Start with an expensive electric car, then use the profits from that to branch out into more affordable ones. Nearly all of Tesla's competition still follows the same road map. Then, in 2016, "Master Plan, Part Deux" stressed a deeper vision for more electric cars, including a future SUV that became the Model Y and "a new kind of pickup truck." What that one was is pretty obvious today.

If this week's master plan reflects a company that is dead set on moving beyond cars, the divergence started back around the time of that second report. Even in 2016, Musk envisioned a future in which fully autonomous cars generated passive income for people while they worked or slept. The third master plan, released in 2023, is a 41-page white paper about the future of sustainable energy and how it could power fleets of autonomous vehicles. But the latest version is far more focused on AI than its predecessors were. Even just the visuals are telling: In one image in the master plan, a family plays Jenga on their coffee table while a Tesla robot waters the plants behind them. Right now, Musk has more of a reason than ever to go all in on robots: Today, Tesla's board unveiled a new potential pay package for its CEO, promising him as much as $1 trillion--yes, trillion--if he meets certain targets, including deploying millions of robots and robotaxis in the next decade. (Tesla did not respond to a request for comment.)

Granted, Musk is onto something here. Many in the auto industry believe that technologies such as electric power and autonomous driving will converge over time, which is why they're bullish on EVs in the long term. But Musk's view of that timeline is likely overly ambitious. Nobody's making any "passive income" from a self-driving Tesla, as Musk said they would by 2020. Even its driverless "robotaxi" service is up and running in only Austin and San Francisco. Tesla is far behind Waymo, the driverless-taxi service owned by Google's parent company that is picking up riders in five cities, and is quickly spreading to many more. Meanwhile, Tesla's humanoid "Optimus" robot is unproven, and the project has reportedly struggled with delays and leadership turnover.

But by betting everything on AI, Tesla is sacrificing the very thing that the company knows how to make so well: cars. Autonomy has already come at the expense of new EVs. Last year, Musk reiterated that he feels it would be "pointless" to make a $25,000 car unless it was fully autonomous. Tesla could be financing its self-driving-technology dreams by making that affordable EV or a more conventional pickup truck, but Musk seems to see that as some kind of distraction. If his master plan doesn't pan out, there won't be much left of Tesla. The company's sales have collapsed across the world, in part because of Musk's politics and in part because Tesla is getting hammered by EV newcomers from China. The master plan doesn't outline any way forward.

Musk has learned the hard way that making cars is a brutal business. The costs are high, and the profit margins are slim. Fighting over market share with Volkswagen and Ford isn't an expedient way to colonize Mars. But Tesla's retreat from the electric-car business is everyone's loss. Tesla is a big reason that so many automakers have frantically begun to make EVs in the past few years. It showed the rest of the industry that if you build high-tech electric cars and they're actually good, people will buy them. Under Donald Trump, as incentives to make and sell EVs are vanishing, plenty of automakers in America are already walking back their once-ambitious electric plans. If the biggest seller of EVs continues to move away from what it helped create, Americans will end up with cars that continue to pollute. That certainly doesn't get us to a world of "sustainable abundance."
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A Massive Vaccine Experiment

In just seven months, Robert F. Kennedy Jr. has undone decades of vaccine synchrony.

by Katherine J. Wu




Two and a half years ago, Ashish Jha was the White House's COVID-19 response coordinator, a job that meant getting as much of the country as possible on board with the federal government's approach to public health. For much of this summer, he's been doing the opposite of that.



As Robert F. Kennedy Jr., the secretary of the Department of Health and Human Services, dismantles nearly every core component of the country's vaccine infrastructure--defunding vaccine research, restricting access to shots, spreading mistruths about immunizations, purging experts who might threaten his anti-vaccine agenda--"I'm spending all my energy trying to help states come up with how they're gonna manage this situation," Jha told me. He, like many others in public health, wants Kennedy removed, and for the government to push back against HHS's new direction. The best way to achieve that, he said, "is for states to do a sharp break with ACIP and CDC, and basically declare CDC defunct." In June, Kennedy dismissed the entire roster of ACIP--the CDC's Advisory Committee on Immunization Practices, which for decades has used scientific evidence to guide the agency's nationwide vaccine recommendations--and has since been restocking the panel with anti-vaccine researchers who lack relevant expertise. The CDC "no longer has any credibility as a public-health entity," Jha said. "States have to do it themselves."



And some states are. This week, Washington, Oregon, and California announced that they would form a coalition to issue their own vaccine recommendations. Hawaii joined soon after. Several states in the Northeast might do the same. Several professional medical societies, including the American Academy of Pediatrics and the American College of Obstetrics and Gynecology, have revolted against the government, and last month published immunization guidelines that diverge from the current CDC's. These secessions--each driven by a loss of faith in the scientific soundness of the CDC's recommendations--seem designed to destroy the agency's credibility. "I've told folks, 'In the not too distant future, you won't be able to believe anything that's on the CDC's website regarding vaccines,'" Nirav D. Shah, who served as the CDC's principal deputy director until February, told me.



Kennedy's recent actions may just be the opening salvo. "We're on the threshold of an even more transformative period," Jason Schwartz, a vaccine-policy expert at Yale, told me. Kennedy has promised that, with a report assembled in a few short months, HHS will soon end the years-long debate on the drivers of autism--which Kennedy has repeatedly and baselessly linked to vaccines, despite decades of evidence debunking that claim. Kennedy is also reportedly eager to yank mRNA COVID vaccines off the market--which would remove any option to immunize children under 12, including highly medically vulnerable ones, against the coronavirus. Later this month, his handpicked ACIP could vote to restrict several more immunizations, including ones that protect babies against hepatitis B, measles, mumps, rubella, chicken pox, and RSV. (Kennedy has maintained that people who want COVID vaccines will be able to get them. When reached for comment, Emily Hilliard, HHS's press secretary, wrote that "ACIP remains the scientific body guiding immunization recommendations in this country, and HHS will ensure policy is based on rigorous evidence and Gold Standard Science, not the failed politics of the pandemic.")



"We're watching a massive experiment unfold," Bruce Gellin, who directed the National Vaccine Program Office from 2002 to 2017, told me. A united front is one of the best defenses against infectious disease: The science supporting vaccination holds true everywhere, and pathogens don't respect state borders. "It doesn't make any rational sense for a kid in Pennsylvania to get a different vaccine recommendation than a kid in Ohio," Jha said. But a version of that is what the country is about to try. The federal government has functionally abdicated its role in keeping Americans safe from dangerous illness. In the vacuum it has left, states will chart their own paths, almost certainly in diverging directions. Florida this week announced that it would abandon vaccine mandates entirely. The country's defensive shields against disease are shattering, in ways that could take decades, even generations, to mend.






 
 In the U.S., the job of deciding which vaccines people must get has largely fallen to the states. But for decades--essentially since the 1960s, with the inception of ACIP--states have mostly chosen to hew to what the CDC says about how and when people should immunize. And in the 1990s, the nation's medical experts, realizing the costs of divergent advice, aligned their recommendations with the CDC's too.



After a major measles resurgence began in 1989, scientists moved to add a second dose of the MMR vaccine to bolster protection--but the American Academy of Pediatrics and the CDC's vaccine-advisory panel disagreed on the optimal time to administer it. "It caused a lot of confusion," Walter Orenstein, who directed the country's National Immunization Program from 1993 to 2004, told me, as providers felt torn between following their professional society and the government. And so "every major medical organization came together to issue a single immunization schedule"--one that would harmonize with ACIP's. Although states still make independent decisions about how to require shots in schools, the nation has long stood behind one grand, unifying theory of how its people should approach infectious disease.



That synchronization was premised on an agreement that scientific evidence, above all else, would guide vaccine recommendations. That same premise is now pushing professional societies and states to diverge from the CDC's guidance. This week, the governors leading the West Coast contingent of defections issued a joint statement saying the CDC had "become a political tool that increasingly peddles ideology instead of science." In a statement outlining its own vaccine recommendations, the AAP specifically called out Kennedy's flagrant disregard for expertise, noting that AAP leaders would, in contrast to the CDC, "continue to provide recommendations for immunizations that are rooted in science."



When I asked HHS about states' recent departures from precedent, Andrew Nixon, the department's director of communications, answered only about "blue states," criticizing them for pushing "unscientific school lockdowns, toddler mask mandates, and draconian vaccine passports during the COVID era." But HHS has also signaled its support for states that align with Kennedy's push for less vaccination. Last month, the department sided with West Virginia's governor in a fight with its board of education by urging the state to allow religious exemptions for school vaccine requirements; this week, HHS doubled down on that position, issuing guidance that states participating in the federal Vaccines for Children Program, which offers vaccines to kids whose families can't otherwise afford them, "must respect state religious and conscience exemptions from vaccine mandates."



Kennedy seems to believe that the evidence is on his side. At a congressional hearing yesterday, he repeated his past claims that mRNA vaccines are dangerous and deadly, despite overwhelming evidence showing that the shots have saved millions of lives and come with only rare risks. And he is surrounding himself with people who won't argue otherwise. In the past seven months, he and his allies have ousted several top health officials whose read of the evidence hasn't aligned with his--most recently, Susan Monarez, who directed the CDC until last week, when Kennedy and Trump fired her after she reportedly refused to preemptively rubber-stamp recommendations from the secretary's bespoke ACIP. (Kennedy, in this week's hearing, described this recounting of events as a lie.) And they have installed into positions of power at HHS several researchers--many of them lacking vaccine or infectious-disease backgrounds--with fringe vaccine views.



The government's scientific advisers, too, are now ideological allies rather than independent experts. ACIP, which as recently as June was filled with 17 scientists whose backgrounds spanned vaccinology, pediatrics, infectious disease, public health, and more, now includes individuals who have advocated for pulling mRNA shots from the market, denounced COVID vaccines at an anti-mandate rally, and publicly argued that their child was injured by the MMR vaccine. Within scientific branches of government, the currency of checks and balances has always been data; Kennedy and his allies have forcibly dismantled those guardrails. "They've replaced everybody who could push back on the administration," Fiona Havers, a former CDC official who quit the agency in June in protest of Kennedy's anti-vaccine actions, told me. The true power of the federal government's various health agencies, several federal health officials told me, rests with the scientific expertise of its people. But as of this year, expertise is no longer the hallmark of HHS.







Kennedy has done more than simply meddle with recommendations. Over the past century or so, the federal government has thrown its weight behind every major part of the country's vaccination pipeline: funding vaccine research, scrutinizing and regulating shots, advising the public on how to use them, and helping monitor vaccine safety and performance. Kennedy has introduced a clog into just about every part of this system. The infrastructure that offers Americans routine protection against up to 18 different infectious diseases "took decades to build," Havers said. "Kennedy has managed to destroy it in a very quick amount of time."



Many of those changes are reversible, in theory. Personnel can be rehired; ACIP members' term limits will run out; new leaders can rewrite policies. Those people and policies, though, will not be effective if the public overall has become less inclined to listen to them. Governors, physicians, and public-health experts are arguing for a calculated rift with the federal government because it's necessary to meet the political moment, Jha told me: Restoring the CDC's integrity requires first persuading the public to discount it. Eventually, these experts acknowledge, if they regain control of the federal health apparatus, they'll have to ask the public to trust in those same agencies again. In the interim, they are hoping most Americans will keep looking to scientific and medical experts as a source of constancy--even as they embroil themselves in a fight with the nation's leaders.



That gamble might not pay off. When experts moved to harmonize the country's vaccine schedules in the 1990s, the recent outbreak had laid out the stakes and benefits of synchronization clearly. "It wound up being easy," Orenstein told me. The differences between the AAP's recommendations and the government's "were fairly minor" too. This time, though, the schisms between the CDC and the states and professional societies go far beyond the timing of an additional dose of vaccine. They're about whether scientific evidence should guide the country's approach to immunity--and, ultimately, how much say the federal government has in how Americans protect themselves.
 
 The likeliest catalyst for a quick realignment would be a severe uptick in disease--local epidemics, another pandemic. Even then, many of the experts I spoke with fear, the country's vaccine infrastructure, having been razed, could not easily contain those outbreaks, and the U.S. would struggle to rebuild its health agencies to their former strength. "The more of the system is destroyed, the longer it will take to rebuild," Gellin told me. And the more lives will be needlessly lost in the meantime.



Already, states and health-care providers are having to fight to preserve access to vaccines. Recommendations for immunization may be relatively straightforward to adjust state by state. But if the FDA alters the licensure of certain vaccines--or strips it away entirely--the shots might simply not be available, even in parts of the country where people are told to get them. The FDA has already limited approval for COVID vaccines enough that the current AAP recommendations for the shots won't be easy to follow this fall, for instance. Some state laws also prevent pharmacists from administering vaccines that haven't been recommended by ACIP--a snarl that's prompted pharmacies to limit access to COVID vaccines in more than a dozen states. Insurers, too, have traditionally followed CDC recommendations when choosing what vaccines to cover. States have some leeway to change these dynamics: This week, Massachusetts became the first state in the country to require its insurance carriers to cover vaccines recommended by its Department of Public Health "and not rely solely on CDC recommendations." Today, New York's governor signed an executive order to allow pharmacists to prescribe and administer COVID-19 vaccines, even without ACIP's okay. Still, the federal government's vaccine safety net is impossible to replace. More than half of American kids are eligible for the federal $8 billion Vaccines for Children Program, which relies entirely on the guidance of ACIP to decide which immunizations to cover.



Kennedy, meanwhile, is finding other ways to crater the availability of shots. He has already canceled funding to vaccine makers, including Moderna--but policy changes, too, could deter companies from manufacturing more shots or developing new ones. The secretary also recently announced his intention to remodel the Vaccine Injury Compensation Program, put into place in the 1980s to limit pharmaceutical companies' exposure to lawsuits over vaccines' health effects--and, by extension, to protect the stability of the nation's vaccine supply. Some experts worry that Kennedy could make it easier for claims to be paid out, potentially, in part, by pushing to add autism to the list of compensable health issues--an anti-vaccine concession that could rapidly overwhelm the system, and leave manufacturers more vulnerable to liability, Gellin told me. Vaccines have never been a terribly lucrative product for pharmaceutical companies; under financial and political pressure, their market could quickly collapse. "Even in good times there's fragility in this complex system," Anne Schuchat, who served as the principal deputy director of the CDC until 2021, told me.



The consequences of the current fracturing may not be apparent right away. Immunity takes time to erode. "If we stop vaccinating today, we would not have outbreaks tomorrow," Orenstein said. When the fallout lands, Kennedy could be long out of the government, and limiting the damage he's done will be someone else's problem.
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The 'Remarkable Ability' Many Dissidents Share

The novelist Lauren Grodstein visited Tbilisi, Georgia, in 2023, and the protests she witnessed made her think differently about perseverance.

by Boris Kachka




Want to hear more from The Atlantic's Books section? Join us at The Atlantic Festival, happening September 18-20 in New York City. The authors Walter Mosley, Susan Orlean, Alison Roman, Joshua Bennett, and Rita Dove will be in conversation with Atlantic writers. Learn more here.

When the American novelist Lauren Grodstein visited Tbilisi, Georgia, in 2023, its citizens were dancing in the face of riot police. She had come to research a novel that she was writing about an American woman at a personal crossroads; what she found, instead, was a nation protesting growing repression from its pro-Russian government. As Grodstein wrote this week in The Atlantic, Georgia's mass protests changed not only her novel but also her ideas about the choices she now faces at home.

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

	How a tradition forged in slavery persists today
 	How did Taylor Swift convince the world that she's relatable?
 	"At a family house party in San Jose, California," a poem by Thea Matthews
 	A book that doesn't seek to explain itself


The Tbilisi marchers' stamina impressed Grodstein the most; people came out, night after night, even as the likely futility of their efforts became clear. One regular attendee was, according to Grodstein, "fairly certain her protests won't change a thing." Nevertheless, this woman felt that she had no choice but to show up, even as the ruling party, Georgian Dream, continued to tighten control over Georgia's citizens and appeared to rig an election. That protester's worldview echoes the observations of my colleague Gal Beckerman, who has recently written about the mindset common to lifelong dissidents. Late last year, for example, he spoke with Benjamin Nathans, the author of a recent book on Soviet dissenters, who told him that many of them share "a remarkable ability to appreciate the hopelessness of what they're trying to accomplish, but persevere nonetheless."

Beckerman and Grodstein have been looking out for relevant lessons that could apply to the U.S., as the Trump administration attempts to erode pillars of American democracy--checks and balances, the right to due process, freedom of speech. Still, Grodstein acknowledges that neither repression nor resistance appears the same everywhere. The perseverance of Georgians is notable, she writes, because for them, "self-determination is not a centuries-old tradition but an objective that has been repeatedly thwarted."

Yet the uncomfortable parallels between the two nations are forcing Grodstein to think more about the decisions she makes every day in response to her own leaders' actions. "In my work as a writer, I now find myself actively accommodating the priorities of the government," she writes. She has stricken words such as diversity from federal grant applications and reframed projects to sound more patriotic; she has scrubbed some of her social media, for fear of being flagged at an airport. But after returning from the street battles she witnessed in Georgia, only to hear that ICE agents had detained a mother in her community, she asked herself: "When do I, too, put myself on the line?" It's never too early, she concludes, to ask such questions. As Georgians have taught her, "the fight for democracy is not the work of a month or two, but of years--of, perhaps, a lifetime."




Irakli Gedenidze / Reuters



What I Learned From the Georgia Protests

By Lauren Grodstein

A novelist traveled to the former Soviet republic in search of food and a story. She found a new understanding of how to stand up for democracy.

Read the full article.



What to Read

Made for Love, by Alissa Nutting

I love to suggest Nutting's work to people, even though it's been called "deviant"--if folks avoid me afterward, then I know they're not my kind of weirdo. She has a talent for developing outrageous concepts that also reveal earnest truths about what people expect from one another and why. One of the best examples is her novel Made for Love, perhaps better known as an HBO show starring the excellent Cristin Milioti. The book, too, is about a woman whose tech-magnate husband has implanted a chip in her head, but it grows far more absurd. (A subplot, for instance, features a con artist who becomes attracted to dolphins.) Nutting's scenarios sometimes remind me of the comedian Nathan Fielder's work: You will probably cringe, but you'll be laughing--and sometimes even nodding along.  -- Serena Dai

From our list: The one book everyone should read





Out Next Week

? This Is for Everyone: The Unfinished Story of the World Wide Web, by Tim Berners-Lee

? All the Way to the River: Love, Loss, and Liberation, by Elizabeth Gilbert


? Middle Spoon, by Alejandro Varela




Your Weekend Read


Photo-illustration by The Atlantic. Sources: belterz / Getty; DNY59 / Getty; Pictac / Getty; spxChrome / Getty; enjoynz / Getty.



What's the Point of a High-School Reunion?

By Jordan Michelman

The origin of reunions is unclear; scholarship on the tradition is scarce. They seem to have begun appearing on social calendars in the late 19th century, in some cases inspired by college-alumni events; in the early 20th century, they trickled down to high schools. By the 1980s, high-school reunions were widely depicted in popular culture: Falling in Love Again (1980), National Lampoon's Class Reunion (1982), Peggy Sue Got Married (1986). By the time I was cruising Blockbuster Video aisles in the late '90s, the must-rent specter of Romy and Michele, the protagonists respectively clad in their pink and lavender outfits, loomed large. The film solidified the reunion as a rite of passage, and imprinted in me what the experience of going to my own might someday be like: earnest, awkward, perhaps triumphant, and a referendum on what I'd done with my life once it had well and truly begun.

Read the full article.
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Democrats' Epstein Derangement Syndrome

Not everything Donald Trump does is a "distraction" from Jeffrey Epstein.

by Mark Leibovich




Updated on September 5, 2025, at 2:55 p.m.

To hear Donald Trump's critics tell it, all of the disquieting news that the president has generated this summer--the FBI raid on former National Security Adviser John Bolton's home, the National Guard deployment in cities, Trump's attempt to fire Federal Reserve Governor Lisa Cook, his accusation that Barack Obama led a coup and committed "the crime of the century"--has been an effort to divert attention from the issue that truly terrifies Trump: the Jeffrey Epstein files.

It has become the Democrats' go-to exhortation: Trump is just doing this to distract you from Epstein. Do not fall for his grand scheme. In other words, America's descent into authoritarianism is a mere deflection.

No doubt, the president's past friendship with the late financier and accused sex trafficker is a legitimate problem for the White House. Trump has repeatedly tried to dismiss the matter, calling it "a Democrat hoax that never ends" as recently as Wednesday. But it has proved to be a rare Trump controversy that has shaken his otherwise steadfast base. His supporters were adamant during the 2024 campaign that Trump should release the Epstein files, and candidate Trump assured that he would. In February, Attorney General Pam Bondi claimed that Epstein's client list was "sitting on my desk right now to review." In fact, there was no such list, the Justice Department later announced. A MAGA mutiny ensued.

Democrats saw an opportunity and began accusing the president of creating all manner of diversions to steal attention from his Epstein entanglements. They have not stopped since, no matter how extraneous the scandal might be to the topic at hand--everything from ICE raids down to Trump's demand that the Washington Commanders change their name back to the Redskins and his threats to revoke Rosie O'Donnell's citizenship. You name the recent escapade, and some adversary has tried to dub it a ploy to distract from Epstein.

Read: Inside the White House's Epstein strategy

Upon learning that Trump had canceled former Vice President Kamala Harris's Secret Service protection last week, Senate Minority Leader Chuck Schumer retaliated by slapping Trump with a clever nickname, "Epstein Don" (take that, Mr. President!), and said that Trump was "ready to put everyone he can in danger to distract you from how he's hiding the Epstein files."

After Trump said that "CROOKED" Senator Adam Schiff should "be brought to justice," the California Democrat accused Trump of "political retribution" and "retaliation," in addition to "trying to distract from his Epstein-files problem."

Senator Patty Murray, a Democrat of Washington State, recently called Trump "a pathetic wannabe dictator" for sending federal agents and the National Guard into the District of Columbia. Murray claimed that he was trying to turn D.C. "into his personal police state" with a mission to--get this--"distract you from his connection to the Epstein files, skyrocketing costs, and his weak job numbers."

This is a curious strategy. Clearly, Trump's opponents think they have a killer weapon with Epstein and believe that they should deploy it whenever possible; polls show that large majorities of Americans are not buying Trump's assertion that the Epstein story is a "hoax." But Trump's strongman tactics are a far greater danger to America than his proclivity to "distract," which is a fairly standard political-communications practice.

The distraction drumbeat not only dilutes the seriousness of Trump's actions; it also exemplifies the Democrats' own lame efforts to communicate a potent opposition message. It would seem beside the point for them to divert the public's attention from the things this president does that are truly devious, un-American, and totalitarian. (See: Obama, Barack, fake AI-generated video of Oval Office arrest.) By constantly warning citizens not to lose focus on Epstein, Democrats imply that Trump's day-to-day abuses in office are mere stunts and can thus be safely ignored.

"It's so stupid. It drives me insane," Dan Pfeiffer, a Pod Save America co-host and former senior adviser to President Obama, told me. Democrats' overeagerness to "shoehorn" everything Trump does into some alleged Epstein cover-up looks forced and inauthentic, Pfeiffer added. "If all you have to say is 'Don't pay attention to this; pay attention to this other thing that polls better,' you're not actually motivating people." Other fervent anti-Trumpers have expressed similar frustration. "I want to congratulate leading Democrats for their insistence on saying the takeover of DC is a 'stunt' or a 'distraction,'" Bill Kristol, the editor at large of the center-right publication The Bulwark, wrote on X. "It's a rare trifecta of intellectual failure, political stupidity, and moral obtuseness."

Read: The Epstein 'client list' will never go away

And yet, Democrats continue to hurl the magic words in response to seemingly every brazen thing Trump does. Maryland Governor Wes Moore recently found himself in a social-media beef with Trump over the president's threat to send the National Guard into "out of control" and "crime-ridden" Baltimore. Trump also suggested that he might "rethink" the federal government's funding for the repair of Baltimore's "demolished" Francis Scott Key Bridge, which was toppled by a cargo ship last year. After more back-and-forth, Moore trotted out his big torpedo. "Trump is doing everything in his power to distract from the Epstein files," the governor wrote on X. "Really makes you wonder..."

Actually, what this makes me wonder is if Democrats' continuous invocations of the Epstein-distraction theory might reveal their own lack of imagination--and underscore their inability to find a more effective line of attack against a president who seems to be providing them with endless material. In fact, Democrats' eagerness to call everything a distraction from Epstein might even be distracting them from discussing much bigger and more far-reaching vulnerabilities for Trump (his failure to bring down prices, as he'd promised; the Republicans' massive and wildly unpopular reconciliation bill passed in July).

With Congress back in Washington after its summer recess, the Epstein story flared anew Wednesday morning when a group of his accusers held an emotional press conference outside the Capitol. "There is no hoax," one Epstein survivor said. "The abuse was real." The same morning, Trump was hosting Polish President Karol Nawrocki for a White House visit that featured a rare flyover of F-16s. A White House spokesperson said that the display was meant to honor a Polish army pilot who had died in a crash last month. But the spectacle also produced a long, loud roar over a large area of downtown Washington, which interrupted the victims' testimony for several seconds--an actual distraction, in contrast to some of the Democrats' more tortured claims.



*Sources: Joe Raedle / Getty; Saul Loeb / AFP / Getty; Bill Clark / CQ / Roll Call; Alex Wong / Getty; Ethan Miller / Getty
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The World No Longer Takes Trump Seriously

At parades and in the halls of global power, America has been sidelined.

by Tom Nichols




The leaders of Russia, China, and North Korea are not good men. They preside over brutal autocracies replete with secret police and prison camps. But they are, nevertheless, serious men, and they know an unserious man when they see one. For nearly a decade, they have taken Donald Trump's measure, and they have clearly reached a conclusion: The president of the United States is not worthy of their respect.

Wednesday's military parade in Beijing is the most recent evidence that the world's authoritarians consider Trump a lightweight. Russian President Vladimir Putin, Chinese President Xi Jinping, and North Korea's maximum nepo baby, Kim Jong Un, gathered to celebrate the 80th anniversary of Japan's surrender in World War II. (Putin's Belarusian satrap, Alexander Lukashenko, was also on hand.) The American president was not invited: After all, what role did the United States play in defeating Japan and liberating Eurasia? Instead, Trump, much like America itself, was left to watch from the sidelines.

But the parade was worse than a mere snub. Putin, Xi, and Kim stood in solidarity while reviewing China's military might only weeks after Putin came to Alaska and refused Trump's pleas to end Russia's war against Ukraine. The White House tried to spin that ill-advised summit into at least a draw between Putin and Trump, but when the Kremlin's dictator shows up with no interest in negotiation, speaks first at a press conference, and then caps the day by declining a carefully planned lunch and flying home, that's a humiliation, not an exchange of views.

Nor has Trump fared very well with the other two members of this cheery 21st-century incarnation of SPECTRE. In the midst of Trumpian chaos, Xi is adroitly positioning China as the new face of international stability and responsibility. He has even made a show of offering partnership to China's rival and former enemy India: Chinese diplomats last month said that China stands with India against the American "bully" when Trump was, for some reason, trying to impose 50 percent tariffs on India.

Tom Nichols: Who's running American defense policy?

Likewise, the North Koreans, after playing to Trump's ego and his ignorance of international affairs during meetings in the president's first term, have continued their march to a nuclear arsenal that within years could grow to be larger than the United Kingdom's. Trump was certain that he could negotiate with Kim, but the perfumed days of "love letters" between Trump and Kim are long over. Pyongyang's leadership seems to know that it costs them little to humor Trump politely, but that they should reserve serious discussion for the leaders of serious countries.

Trump responded to his exclusion from the gala in Beijing by acting exactly like the third-tier leader that Xi, Putin, and Kim seem to think he is. As the event was taking place, Trump took to his social-media site--of course--to express his hurt feelings with a cringe-inducing attempt at a zinger. "May President Xi and the wonderful people of China have a great and lasting day of celebration. Please give my warmest regards to Vladimir Putin, and Kim Jong Un, as you conspire against The United States of America."

Now, the reality is that Russia, China, and North Korea are conspiring against America, but it is beneath both the dignity and the power of an American president to whine about it. Trump continued his unseemly carping with a demand that China recognize the valor of the Americans who died in the Pacific:

The big question to be answered is whether or not President Xi of China will mention the massive amount of support and 'blood' that The United States of America gave to China in order to help it to secure its FREEDOM from a very unfriendly foreign invader. Many Americans died in China's quest for Victory and Glory. I hope that they are rightfully Honored and Remembered for their Bravery and Sacrifice!


This message does not exactly project confidence and leadership; instead, it sounds like the grousing of a man beset by insecurities. A more self-assured commander in chief would have ignored the parade and, if asked about it, would have said something to the effect that the United States has always respected the sacrifices of our allies in World War II. But not Trump: He petulantly declared that he would not have attended even if the cool kids had invited him.

Authoritarians are unfortunately in good company in treating Trump as an incompetent leader. Even America's allies have recognized that Trump may be their formal partner, but that they mostly get things done with the American president by soothing his ego and working around him. After Trump emerged from the summit in Anchorage essentially parroting Putin's talking points, seven top European leaders rushed to Washington to tell Trump that he had done well and that they truly, really respected him, but that perhaps he should hold off on being a co-signer of Kremlin policy.

Jonathan Lemire: How Putin humiliated Trump

Trump's damage to American power and prestige would be less severe if the president had a foreign policy and a team to execute it. He has neither: Trump ran for president mostly for personal reasons, including to stay out of prison, and his foreign policy, such as it is, is merely an extension of his personal interests. He holds summits, issues social-media pronouncements, and engages in photo ops mostly, it seems, either to burnish his claim to a Nobel Prize or to change the news cycle when issues such as the economy (or the Jeffrey Epstein files) get too much traction.

Worse, Trump is no longer surrounded by people who care about foreign affairs or can competently step in and create consistent policy. In his first term, Trump had a secretary of defense, James Mattis, who helped to create a national-defense strategy, a document that Trump might have ignored but was at least promulgated to a national-security establishment that needed direction from someone, somewhere. Now, at the Pentagon, Trump has Pete Hegseth, who shows little apparent inclination or ability to think about complexities.

Secretary of State Marco Rubio was supposed to be one of the new "adults in the room," but he has instead become a man in a Velcro suit, with the president sticking jobs and responsibilities onto him without any further guidance. He has been reduced to sitting glumly in White House press sprays with foreign leaders while Trump embarrasses himself and his guests. Meanwhile, the director of national intelligence, Tulsi Gabbard, is spending her time trying to root out the spies she thinks hate the president. Unfortunately, the agents she's hunting are Americans, which must bring a smile to Xi's face and perhaps even produce a belly laugh from former KGB officer Putin.

America is adrift. It has no coherent foreign policy, no team of senior professionals managing its national defense and diplomacy, and a president who has little interest in the world beyond what it can offer him. Little wonder that the men who gathered in Beijing--three autocrats whose nations are collectively pointing many hundreds of nuclear weapons at the United States--feel free to act as if they don't even think twice about Trump or the country he leads.
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A Book That Doesn't Seek to Explain Itself

In his movies and his writing, the South Korean director Lee Chang-dong has long used images to suggest what can't be expressed.

by Lily Meyer




At the beginning of the South Korean writer and director Lee Chang-dong's 2018 thriller Burning, a movie adaptation of a Haruki Murakami short story, a young woman named Haemi invites a childhood acquaintance, Jongsu, to her apartment, which she complains gets natural light for only one moment a day, when the sun bounces off the Seoul Tower to shine in her window. She and Jongsu quickly begin having sex, which Lee shoots from Jongsu's perspective. The camera's gaze rises to the wall behind Haemi, where a sunbeam briefly appears. It's a shot lingering and lovely enough to become the point of the scene, although it carries no identifiable meaning. Is this sex scene a rare moment of light in Jongsu's and Haemi's lives, or does it mean more illumination is coming for both of them? Does the glow matter because it's there, or because it will soon be gone? Somehow, the shot and the questions it creates evoke melancholy and wonder at the same time. The experience isn't what you get from many thrillers--and, as such, is a reminder that Lee's not your average thriller-maker, but an internationally recognized master of his craft.

It's not easy to create an image that, like the shot of sunlight on Haemi's wall, evokes feelings rather than tells viewers how to feel. On the page, this is even more true than it is on-screen, given that any written description is an explanation. Lee, it would seem, is repelled by the explanatory mode in all his art--which includes fiction. Anglophone readers haven't had access to his work in this format before, but earlier this year Lee released a story collection, Snowy Day and Other Stories, that was translated by Heinz Insu Fenkl and Yoosup Chang. The four stories and three novellas within it are taken from books Lee published early in his career. He spent a decade writing plays and fiction before turning to screenwriting, and then directing. It seems entirely possible that this trajectory was a flight from explanation and directness: In an interview, he told The New Yorker's Cressida Leyshon that, to this day, "writing a short story and making a movie are essentially the same for me in terms of trying to communicate," which he described as his animating goal. "But film is not like literature--it's much harder to 'communicate' through film."

Read: How Burning captures the toll of extreme inequality in South Korea

Many movies, especially commercial ones, overcome this challenge by relying heavily on images that are the opposite of the sun on Haemi's wall: When you see James Bond taking an Alpine curve in a gorgeous car with a gorgeous woman, you likely know precisely what's going on and how to feel about it. Lee isn't interested in telling stories that way. Part of why he sees cinema as harder, he told Leyshon, is that "audiences are consuming more and more movies solely for the sake of entertainment and not for what they might communicate." Another way to put this could be to say that we frequently watch movies to be told a story, rather than to feel our way into it--a process that requires us to help tell the stories to ourselves. It would seem that this is what Lee means by communication. Across his body of work, he asks viewers and readers to interpret and intuit his meaning, to take part in his project rather than just taking it in.

None of this is to say that Lee's writing or directing is hard to follow. Snowy Day is full of clear, gripping, and suspenseful plots. They just don't strike me as the main point. Instead, the stories in this collection seem most interested in evoking the harsh and paranoid political setting from which they emerged--namely, the dictatorship of Chun Doo-hwan, whose government's harsh anti-communist fervor pervaded and dampened South Korean civil society. In his introduction to Snowy Day, Lee notes that he began publishing fiction three years after the 1980 Gwangju massacre of student protesters. He doubted the value of writing profoundly but felt a need to write about his times "as a way to avoid escaping reality." Rereading those stories now, he adds, "I can feel the air of the streets of those days mixed with the exhaust fumes and tear gas that stung my eyes." Here, as in the stories themselves, he turns swiftly to evocation: He judges his stories as worth revisiting because they make him feel the time when they were written. Although I hadn't yet been born in the '80s and have never visited any of their settings, they did the same for me. Perhaps unsurprisingly, given his turn to film, they do so largely through their images, which at times convey ineffable emotions, but also hold the frequently inexpressible--or unsafe to express--losses and humiliations of trying to survive under a repressive regime.



Lee's gift for imagery is evident from the very start of the collection, in its eponymous opening story. It begins with a run of truly astonishing description--astonishing, I should say, for any writer, but especially so for one at the very start of his career. (Of course, in Snowy Day, this achievement belongs not only to Lee but also to his translators, who are meticulous in their attention to visual detail.) "Snowy Day" is set on a remote military base where class tensions between two soldiers on patrol, exacerbated by one character's stereotypically masculine drive to assert his superiority through violence, end in tragedy. Running through the story--and through the collection as a whole--is a sense that such machismo, though it may lead to what can seem like animal brutality, is anything but instinctive. Rather, it's something men absorb: not only from life in the military, but also from life in a militarized society.

Read: Where Han Kang's nightmares come from

None of this is clear at the start of "Snowy Day," and yet even its most beautiful images are full of foreboding. Consider Lee's description of the base, where "sunbeams shone like spikes of ice above the parade ground, and the barracks beyond were buried in the deep shadow of the mountains--the division between light and dark seemed especially sharp. The tops of pine trees pierced the dark silhouette of the mountains in the low sunlight, glinting like bayonets affixed on rifle barrels." While this passage in no way tells readers what to be afraid of, it seems clear that we should be scared.

"Snowy Day," for all its loveliness, isn't subtle. It reads like a beginner's story, especially where plot is concerned. But putting it at the start of the collection is a wise decision; as Snowy Day moves on, Lee's use of imagery--and much else--gets more sophisticated, though the interest in the interplay of light and dark that appears in "Snowy Day," and is so apparent in Burning and the rest of his movies, doesn't change. He just seems to learn, as his career progresses, to wield it more surprisingly.

We see this skill in its fullest form in "A Lamp in the Sky," a phenomenal novella about a young woman, Shinhye, who tries to live quietly as a cafe waitress in a coal-mining town after getting suspended from college for supposed political agitation--though all she had done, in reality, was convene a group for the sake of "discussing campus issues with the dean's permission"; she soon gets arrested and brutally interrogated on the false premise that she's come there as a labor organizer. Lee concentrates on darkness from the moment Shinhye arrives in her new home. Coal dust covers the town, with "everything sunk into the darkest dark as if it had been smeared in black oil pastels. In the pit of that blackness, the lights of the cafes, bars, and inns seemed out of place." But the town's blackness isn't just about coal--or, for that matter, about the police abuse Shinhye suffers there. Instead, Lee turns it into a multipronged metaphor that communicates the difficulty of resisting repression, as well as Shinhye's personal struggle to see her ideas, desires, and self clearly.

None of this instability emerges until late in the interrogation, which is also late in the novella. Worn out and frightened, Shinhye imagines (or dreams, or hallucinates) her most politically fervent college friend telling her not to "give in to the darkness. We're still inside the tunnel of history." Rather than taking comfort in this counsel, Shinhye rebels against it. "When was there ever a time when we weren't in the tunnel of history?" she thinks. "My whole life I've been walking inside a dark tunnel of pain, a tunnel that never ends, with a dim light in the distance, not even knowing if that light is real." By shifting from the collective perspective of the "tunnel of history" to the more personal one of a "tunnel of pain," Lee changes not just the image, but the entire novella. Suddenly, it's no longer clear that its darkness belongs completely to its setting--meaning not just the coal town, but a country run by Chun Doo-hwan. Maybe Shinhye's unhappiness is solely the product of life under an oppressive government, but maybe some of it is a depression or sense of isolation that would have been hers regardless. Neither she nor the reader can fully tell. From this point on, "A Lamp in the Sky" is about the grief of never knowing, of having lost the right to understand one's own sadness. It's a complicated indignity, and one Lee communicates beautifully.

In his translator's note, Fenkl, who has read Lee's stories since the start of the latter's career, writes that the first time he watched one of Lee's movies, it seemed to him that the film derived much of its force from "the technique of its cinematography," which he "found to be already present back in the early '80s in in the language of Lee's short stories." Throughout Snowy Day, Lee makes moves that are easy to imagine on-screen. Brief, startling moments of illumination are everywhere in its stories; so are all kinds of optical illusions and distortions. Often, these, too, have a political valence. In "There's a Lot of Shit in Nokcheon," Junshik, an apolitical man tormented by envy of his activist half-brother's certainty, sees "the silhouette of a family walking toward him in the twilight" one evening. His immediate instinct is to covet their happiness. Then he realizes it's his own wife, daughter, and brother. By the end of the story, he's committed an act of cruelty that the silhouette moment sets up perfectly: With one brief scene, Lee suggests to his readers that Junshik sees even the people he loves as flat images, not full-fledged human beings such as him.

Such subtlety may not necessarily be what readers--perhaps American readers, in particular--expect from political fiction, which can have a reputation for being didactic and heavy-handed, designed to beat readers over the head, as if anything political were made in the mode of Soviet realism. Snowy Day is an important antidote to this false concept. It's also a reminder of the degree to which art forms blur together and influence one another. The scene in which Junshik mistakes his family members for lucky strangers would work beautifully in a movie. Many of the most powerful ones in Snowy Day would. Lee has said that he's not interested in adapting his own works, that he'd always rather choose "a new story to tell." I'm not generally one to want adaptations, but in this case, I wish he'd change his mind. The images in these stories evoke so much already. I'd like to see them with my eyes as well as my imagination--not to have them explained to me, but because I'm confident they would contain even more.
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Photos of the Week: Humanoid Olympiad, Finger Wrestling, Haystack Rock

Sea lions in San Diego, a slippery-pole contest in Malta, the Balls of Fire festival in El Salvador, the World Tango Championship in Argentina, and much more

by Alan Taylor


Pyrotechnics go off as the Air Bandits aerobatic team performs above the runway of the Aurel Vlaicu International Airport, at the Bucharest International Air Show in Bucharest, Romania, on August 30, 2025. (Andreea Alexandru / AP)




A masked man participates in the Bolas de Fuego ("Balls of Fire") festival to remember the fight of Saint Geronimo against the devil with balls of fire, in Nejapa, El Salvador, on August 31, 2025. (Jose Cabezas / Reuters)




A man stands near a lava flow on Italy's Mount Etna on August 28, 2025. (Giuseppe Distefano / AFP / Getty)




Tourists visit the Mingsha Mountain and Crescent Spring scenic spot, illuminated by thousands of solar-powered lights, in Dunhuang, Gansu province, China, on August 28, 2025. (Zhang Xiaoliang / VCG / Getty)




The singer Easyone performs during an open-air concert on a river in the town of Zhouzhuang, in Kunshan, Jiangsu province, China, on August 30, 2025. (VCG / VCG / Getty)




A person in costume rides on a parade float during the 114th edition of the Battle of Flowers of Laredo, on August 29, 2025, in Laredo, Cantabria, Spain. (Nacho Cubero / Europa Press / Getty)




To commemorate the 80th anniversary of Japan's World War II surrender, military personnel take part in a parade held in front of Tiananmen Gate in Beijing, China, on September 3, 2025. (Andy Wong / AP)




A woman strikes a police officer with a bamboo stick as police push back students during a protest outside the parliament building against lawmakers' demands for higher allowances in Jakarta, Indonesia, on August 28, 2025. (Bay Ismoyo / AFP / Getty)




Aryna Sabalenka of Belarus takes photos with fans after defeating Spain's Cristina Bucsa during the fourth round of the U.S. Open tennis championships, on August 31, 2025, in New York. (Pamela Smith / AP)




A dog catches a flying disc during the Zawody Latajacych Psow ("Flying Dogs Competition") in Warsaw, Poland, on August 30, 2025. (Jaap Arriens / NurPhoto / Getty)




Competitors face off during the 70th Bavarian finger-wrestling (Fingerhakeln) championships in Mittenwald, Germany, on August 31, 2025. (Michaela Stache / AFP / Getty)




Students rest in a shelter at the Kyiv State Music Lyceum on the second day of classes, during an air-raid alert that lasted for more than three hours on September 2, 2025, in Kyiv, Ukraine. The start of a new school year for Ukrainian children after three years of war means dealing with the constant threat of attacks, and on some nights a lack of sleep in city shelters. (Paula Bronstein / Getty)




Health and Human Services Secretary Robert F. Kennedy Jr. arrives to testify before the Senate Finance Committee at the Dirksen Senate Office Building in Washington, D.C., on September 4, 2025. (Andrew Harnik / Getty)




Children draw during a lesson in the basement of a municipal building on the first day of school in Bobryk, Sumy Oblast, Ukraine, on September 1, 2025. (Evgeniy Maloletka / AP)




Leandro Bojko and Micaela Garcia compete in the stage-category finals of the World Tango Championship, in Buenos Aires, Argentina, on September 2, 2025. (Natacha Pisarenko / AP)




Aadeel Akhtar, the CEO and Founder of Psyonic, playfully spars with the Unitree G1 robot at the First International Humanoid Olympiad in Olympia, Greece, on September 1, 2025. (Thanassis Stavrakis / AP)




A squirrel begs for food from a scooter driver in a park in Moscow, Russia, on September 2, 2025. (Alexander Nemenov / AFP / Getty)




A competitor falls off the gostra, a wooden pole covered in lard, during celebrations of the religious feast of Saint Julian, patron of the town of St. Julian's, Malta, on August 31, 2025. (Darrin Zammit Lupi / Reuters)




Makai Gates plays on the beach, with Haystack Rock in the background, in Cannon Beach, Oregon, on August 30, 2025. (Jenny Kane / AP)




Cable cars move through Ocean Park in Hong Kong, China, on September 3, 2025. (Calvin Ng / Imago / Nexpher Images / Reuters)




One of hundreds of Buddhist carvings in Hangzhou, Zhejiang, China, photographed on August 19, 2025. (Ayse Irem Cakir / Anadolu / Getty)




Visitors stand on a rock ledge at Taft Point, looking into Yosemite Valley under a smoky sky from the ongoing Garnet Fire, on September 1, 2025, in Yosemite National Park, in California. (Apu Gomes / Getty)




People visit Zaryadye Park at sunset in Moscow, Russia, on September 4, 2025. (Olesya Kurpyayeva / AFP / Getty)




A shepherd watches livestock near Khi Solar One, a solar-thermal plant that converts sunlight into electricity, outside Upington, in the Northern Cape province, South Africa, on August 29, 2025. (Themba Hadebe / AP)




A property in Chinese Camp burns as the 6-5 Fire continues in Tuolumne County, California, on September 2, 2025. (Tracy Barbutes / Reuters)




Cars drive along Lombard Street in San Francisco, California, on August 30, 2025. (Tayfun Coskun / Anadolu / Getty)




A dog wades through a flooded lane at the Manikarnika Ghat, after the water level of the Ganges River rose following upstream flooding, in Varanasi, India, on August 28, 2025. (Niharika Kulkarni / AFP / Getty)




A woman walks into the ocean as a sea lion makes its way to the beach in the La Jolla neighborhood of San Diego, California, on September 3, 2025. (Mike Blake / Reuters)
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What It Costs to Be a Sorority Girl

Parents hire coaches for all sorts of extracurriculars; why not to train their daughters to make friends?

by Annie Joy Williams




"There are three important things in a mother's life--the birth of her child, her daughter's wedding day, and sorority rush," Bill Alverson, a sorority-rush coach and the star of the Lifetime show A Sorority Mom's Guide to Rush, likes to say. Lately, rush is bigger and more competitive than ever, driven by a boom in TikTok content detailing the process. Coaches like Alverson have begun offering their services to girls--and their mothers--desperate to get a bid from elite sororities, and these services don't come cheap.

It may sound insane to hire someone to train your teenage daughter to talk to other teenage girls, but sorority rush, especially in the South, is a major undertaking. Parents invest in lots of kids' activities; private coaching is now a common feature of competitive athletics. And getting their kids into the right sorority, parents believe, might help them make the kinds of connections that can get them job interviews someday. At my college, a rumor went around that one mother injured herself by falling out of a tree outside a sorority house--people said she'd been trying to get a peek at her daughter's performance during the final round of rush. There are unspoken rules, secret ranking systems, decades of traditions to study, and some hard and fast dos and don'ts, according to Alverson: "You don't talk about bucks; you don't talk about boys; you don't talk about booze," he told me. "A lot of people say don't talk about the Bible, but I don't buy in to that one." If church is important to you, he said, it's okay to say that; just remember that "Jesus is not going through rush."

Alverson hadn't planned to become a rush coach. He was a lawyer in small-town Alabama when the local choir director asked him to help a girl train for a Junior Miss pageant. Alverson had done theater in the past and worked in retail, so he thought he could help her. "Well, we ended up winning," he said. "It was this underdog success story." His phone hasn't stopped ringing since. By 2015, he was known as one of the country's top pageant trainers and had his own reality show, Coach Charming. A few years ago, Alverson's pageant girls started setting out for college. One of the moms asked if he'd help prep her daughter for sorority recruitment, and more and more followed.

He advises young women on what to wear: "Just a little touch of 'We have this'" can be beneficial, he told me, about the significance of a David Yurman or Hermes bracelet. He doesn't apologize for the materialism, which he sees as natural: Many people "make first impressions based upon how you present yourself. We know this by psychological studies."

But the biggest part of coaching, he said, is training the women for the conversations they'll have at rush, which essentially serve as interviews. High schoolers these days aren't accustomed to public speaking or "cocktail-party conversation," he told me, and struggle to pitch themselves. So he starts by having his clients lead conversations with waiters at restaurants. He'll take the young women out shopping and have them chat with the store clerk. He reminds his clients to make sure they ask questions, and to really listen to the answers. He'll quiz them after, asking what the clerk's name was and what they discussed.

Kaitlyn Tiffany: The culture war over nothing

The most significant part is role-playing the conversations they're going to have at rush: What's your major? Why? How was your week? One important lesson is how to show the right amount of vulnerability in conversation. If someone compliments your dress, say to them, "Oh, thank you, I wasn't sure," or "Really? My mom picked it out for me." He recommends saying, "I'm this major for now, but I'm not sure if it's right for me." And it's always good to poke fun at your family--in a playful way. The point is to convey humility, that you're not perfect.

Training with Alverson can cost some clients a thousand dollars or more. He typically charges by the hour, but he wouldn't tell me how much. He said he sometimes offers discounts, but "to be real honest, if they don't pay, they're not committed." Alverson has had mothers approach him asking, "How many openings do you have? Four? I'll take them all." They're not just trying to get their daughters the extra training that could afford them a leg up; they're trying to box out the competition.

To the naysayers (usually the girls' fathers), Alverson argues that rushing a sorority is the female equivalent of joining a country club. "I have them come at me about the cost. 'I can't believe the girls are spending this.' You're a member of a hunting club. You're paying $10,000 a year to have the right to go hunting. Do you play golf? Yes. So you really are paying money to have a social interaction," he told me. "And you're going to bitch about buying a pair of Tory Burch shoes for your daughter? Sit down."

When I rushed at the University of Mississippi, in 2016, I assumed that it would be relatively easy to join the sorority I liked best. I was wrong.

On the first day, I wore my hair naturally wild, with curls. I remember thinking: I want them to like me just as I am. The girls next to me had thousands of dollars of David Yurman and Cartier Love bracelets stacked on their wrists. I looked down at the leather bracelet my sister had given me at Christmas. I thought about stuffing it into my pocket but was distracted by the onset of high-pitched chanting. A sea of pink poured out of the house.

I didn't realize then that there were rules to these things, that every move meant something. The girls who were called first--referred to as "No. 1s"--were escorted through the sacred doors by legendary upperclassmen. One by one, names were called, until I was the only one waiting. Why didn't I get a blowout?

"Annie Joy Williams?"

A petite brunette approached me with a look that signaled that she was both bored and had no idea who I was. I realized then that these were the major leagues, and I was a rookie.

Many of the women Alverson works with have family connections to the sorority system or the family wealth that can serve in place of those connections. But some of them are more like the girl I used to be. Alverson put me in touch with a former client named Hadley Drake, who'd worked with him in 2023 before landing at Alpha Delta Pi at the University of South Carolina.

Drake is from Gaffney, South Carolina, where the population is about a third of the University of South Carolina's. In a town where everyone knows everyone, she'd never had to pitch herself. Her parents knew nothing about sorority life; neither had gone to college. When she brought up the possibility of joining a sorority, her mom thought it was natural to bring in a professional. "She was like, 'Well, when you needed help with cheerleading, we would get you private lessons with your coach,'" so she did the same for sorority recruitment, Drake told me.

Drake had been concerned about appearing to be a "country bumpkin," but Alverson assured her that being a small-town southern girl was actually "her golden trait." Alverson told me that his services benefit the girls he works with long after bid day. "A lot of my coaching really is life-skill coaching," he said. Drake agrees. This summer, she landed a job as a page at the South Carolina State House. "In a job interview, I go back to my coaching with Bill nine times out of 10," she told me.

Amanda Mull: Bama Rush is a strange, sparkly window into how America shops

Another rush coach, Leighton Newberry, told me that she has more and more clients for whom rush is a novel concept. Her Atlanta-based business, Recruitment Ready, just opened a New York City branch. "We've seen a big influx in families from the North sending their children to the South, which has been really interesting and kind of fun to work with," she told me. (Before #BamaRush went viral in 2021, the number of female undergraduates at the University of Alabama had fallen for three years in a row. Now it's risen to almost 20,000--the highest number on record.)

Newberry is originally from Knoxville, Tennessee, and rushed at Auburn University in 2015, landing a bid from a top house. Mothers from her hometown reached out, asking if she could help their daughters prepare for recruitment. After seeing those girls get coveted bids, she realized that she could turn her advice into a business.

Recruitment Ready offers one-on-one sessions starting at $175. Clients can sign up to text with Newberry or another coach during each day of recruitment. The most expensive package, called Bid Day and Beyond, costs $4,497. Coaching includes mock rush practices, styling, and social-media cleanup. ("We're going through their account with them, and we're saying, If you would not want the future sorority president, your boyfriend's dad, or your great-aunt to see this photo, we're gonna remove it," Newberry told me.)

Newberry, like Alverson, encourages the girls to discuss their faith if it's important to them. "You don't have to change who you are," she said. "I'm super passionate about that, because I want girls to find lifelong friends, well beyond recruitment week." However, politics should be off the table: "Don't talk about who you voted for in the last election."

At the University of Mississippi, many people ask what sorority you're in before they ask your name. Girls who don't get a bid are referred to as GDIs--goddamn independents. By some divine intervention, the good women of Chi Omega saw past my recruitment faux pas and deemed me worthy of membership. Getting into a "top house" turned me from an anonymous out-of-state girl into somebody who mattered. Boys asked me to date parties. My sorority put me up for homecoming. And I met some of the best friends I've ever known. In return, I tried to fit in.

I hid the fact that I wasn't wealthy behind clothes I couldn't afford. I didn't speak up against the antiquated voting system we used to score the girls going through rush, which factored in whether they were legacies, among other things. I didn't talk about politics as much as I wanted to. It never sat right with me that two letters could make me matter so much more than I had without them. But they did.

The Greek system is obviously deeply flawed and deeply homogenous. Even if chapters try to become more welcoming, many women won't want to rush if they don't see members who look like them. And coaching can't change that--no amount of conversational training will make someone thin or wealthy or white. At the end of the day, if coaching is just about the richest girls, driven by the most obsessive mothers elbowing out the competition, it won't be good for anyone.

But perhaps all of the attention being directed at rush can help bring out what's best about Greek life--the way it brings women together--and push the system in a more positive direction. Brandis Bradley, a lawyer and makeup artist with a popular RushTok account, sees the glaring flaws in the Greek system but believes that it's worth fixing. She rushed but didn't have the money to pay her dues. Now she follows and promotes young women who might not fall into the conventional sorority-girl camp, trying to "pluck girls from obscurity and financial lack." Many of them go on to get bids. "I don't celebrate and platform sorority life because I think it's a perfect institution," she told me; she does it because she sees the system's potential. "How many opportunities does the world give us to rally around a big group of young women like this?"
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AI and the Rise of Techno-Fascism in the United States

Will powerful new tools be used to promote democracy or undermine it?

by Garry Kasparov




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

With all the hype and hysteria around AI, it's important to remember that AI is still just a tool. As powerful as it is, it is not a promise of dystopia or utopia.

Host Garry Kasparov is joined by cognitive scientist Gary Marcus. They agree that on its own, AI is no more good or evil than any other piece of technology and that humans, not machines, hold the monopoly on evil. They discuss what we all need to do to make sure that these powerful new tools don't further harm our precarious democratic systems.

The following is a transcript of the episode:

Garry Kasparov: In 1985, at the tender age of 22, I played against 32 chess computers at the same time in Hamburg, West Germany. Believe it or not, I beat all 32 of them. Those were the golden days for me. Computers were weak, and my hair was strong.

Just 12 years later, in 1997, I was in New York City fighting for my chess life against just one machine: a $10 million IBM supercomputer nicknamed Deep Blue. It was actually a rematch. I like to remind people that I beat the machine the year before in Philadelphia.

And this battle became the most famous human-machine competition in history.

Newsweek's cover called it "The Brain's Last Stand." No pressure. It was my own John Henry moment, but I lived to tell the tale. A flurry of books compared the computer's victory to the Wright brothers' first flight and the moon landing. Hyperbole, of course, but not out of place at all in the history of our love-hate relationship with so-called intelligent machines.

So are we repeating that cycle of hype and hysteria? Of course, artificial intelligence is far more intelligent than all chess machines. Large language models like ChatGPT can perform complex tasks in areas as diverse as law, art, and, of course, helping our kids cheat on their homework. But are these machines intelligent? Are they approaching so-called AGI--or artificial general intelligence--that matches or surpasses humans? And what will happen when they do, if they do?

The most important thing is to remember that AI is still just a tool. As powerful and fascinating as it is, it is not a promise of dystopia or utopia. It is not good or evil, no more than any tech. It is how we use it for good or bad.

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

[Music]

My guest is Gary Marcus. He's a cognitive scientist whose work in artificial intelligence goes back many decades. He's not a cheerleader for AI. Anything but. In fact, his most recent book is called Taming Silicon Valley: How We Can Ensure That AI Works for Us. He and I agree that humans, not machines, hold the monopoly on evil, and we talk about what humans must do to make sure that the power of artificial intelligence doesn't do harm to our already fragile democratic systems.

[Music]

Kasparov: Gary Marcus, welcome to our show.

Gary Marcus: This is the Gar(r)y Show!

Kasparov: You are an expert on artificial intelligence, and you have worked on it for many decades, starting at a very young age. So before we talk about AI, I have to ask you, back then in 1997, who you were rooting for.

Marcus: Who was I rooting for?

Kasparov: Me or Deep Blue? But be honest, please. No bad blood.

Marcus: You know, in 1997 I had become disenchanted with AI. And I don't think I had really cared that much. I knew that eventually a chess machine was going to win. I had actually played Deep Blue's predecessor, Deep Thought, and it had kicked my ass--even, I think, with its opening book turned off or some humiliating thing like that. Not that I'm a great chess player, but you know, I saw the writing on the wall. I wasn't really rooting; I was just watching as a scientist to see, like, Okay, when do we sort this out? And at the same time I was like, Yeah, but that's chess, and you can brute-force it. And that's not really what human intelligence is about. So I honestly didn't care that much.

Kasparov: You said "brute force." With all the progress being made, would you say that machines are still relying almost exclusively on brute force, or we see some, you know, transformation from simple quantity into some quality factors?

Marcus: I mean, I hate to say it's a complicated answer, but it's a complicated answer.

Kasparov: It is a complicated answer. It's, you know--I wouldn't ask a simple question.

Marcus: I figured not. In some ways we've made real progress since then, and in some, not. The kind of brute force that Deep Blue used is different from the kind of brute force that we're using now. You know, the brute force that beat you was able to look at an insane number of positions, essentially simultaneously, and go several moves deep and so forth.

And large language models don't actually look ahead at all. Large language models can't play chess at all. They make illegal moves. They're not very good. But what they do do is: They have a vast amount of data. If you have more data, you have a more representative something-or-other. So, like, if you take a poll of voters, the more voters you have, the more accurate the poll is. So they have a very large sample of human writing--in fact, the entire internet. And they have a whole bunch of data that they've transcribed from video and so forth. So they have more than all of the written text in the internet. That's an insane amount of data. And what they're doing every time they answer a question is they're trying to approximate what was said in this context before. They don't have a deep understanding of the context. They just have the words. They don't really understand what's going on, but that deep pile of data allows them to present an illusion of intelligence. I wouldn't actually call it intelligence. It does depend on what your definition of the term is, but what I would say is it's still brute force.

So let me come back to chess for a second. If you ask a large language model, even a recent one, to play chess, it will often make illegal moves. That's something that a six-year-old child won't do. And I don't know when you learned chess, I can't remember, but you were probably quite young, so I'm guessing you were four or something like that.

Kasparov: Five. Five and a half.

Marcus: Five. So when you were five and a half, you know, pretty much immediately, you understood the rules. So basically, you probably never made illegal moves in your chess career starting when you were a little child. And [OpenAI's model] o3 was making them this weekend. I asked a friend to go try it out.

And when you were five and a half, you'd only seen whatever, one game, two games now, 10 and whatever. There are millions of games--maybe tens of millions or hundreds of millions--that are available in the training data. And the lord knows they use any training data they can get. So there's a massive amount of data. The rules are there. Wikipedia has rules of chess entry. That's in there. All of that stuff's in there. And yet still, it will make illegal moves--like have a queen jump over a knight to take the other queen.

Kasparov: Making mistakes, not mistakes--actually violating the rules. So again, just tell us: how come? Why? Because the rules are written, and technically they can just extract all the information that is available. And they're still making illegal moves?

Marcus: Yeah. And, in fact, if you ask them verbally, they will report the rules. They will repeat the rules, because in the way that they create text based on other texts, they'll be there. So I actually tried this. I asked it, I said: Can a queen jump over a knight? And it says: No; in chess, a queen cannot jump over any piece, including a knight. So it can verbalize that. But when it actually comes to playing the game, it doesn't have an internal model of what's going on. So even though it has enough training data that can actually repeat what the rules are, it can't use those in the service of the game--because it doesn't have the right abstract representation of what happens dynamically over time in the game.

Kasparov: Yes. It's very interesting, because it seems to me that, you know, what you are telling us is that machines know the rules because rules are written, but it still doesn't know what can be done or cannot be done unless it's explicitly written. Correct?

Marcus: Well, I mean, it's worse than that. I mean, the rules are explicitly written, but there's another sense of knowing the rules--which, we actually understand what a queen is, what a knight is, what a rook is. What a piece is. And it never understands anything. It's one of the most profound illusions of our time that most people witness these things and attribute an understanding to them that they don't really have.

Kasparov: Okay. So now, I think our audience understands why you're often called an AI skeptic. But I believe "AI realist" is better, because I share your overall view of the future of AI and human-machine collaboration.

Marcus: Let me just drop in. I love that you called me an AI realist rather than a skeptic.

Kasparov: I share that, and I always say AI is not a magic wand, but is not a terminator. It's not a harbinger of utopia or dystopia. It's a technology. It doesn't buy you a ticket to heaven, but it doesn't open the gates of hell. So let's be realistic.

Marcus: Yeah. So let me talk about the realism first, and then the gates of hell. So on the realism side, I think you and I have a lot in common. We are both realists, both politically and scientifically. We both just wanna understand what the truth is and, you know, how that's gonna affect society and so forth.

I mean, the fact is, I would like AI to work really well. I actually love AI. People call me an AI hater. I don't hate AI. But at the same time, to make something good, you have to look at the limitations realistically. So that's the first part.

Is it gonna open the gates to heaven or hell? That's actually an open question, right? AI is a dual-use technology, like nuclear weapons, right? Can be used for good, can be used for evil. And when you have a dual-use technology on the table, you have to do your best to try to channel it to good.

Kasparov: But look, I also keep repeating that humans still have a monopoly for evil. I think, you know, we can disregard the fact that every technology can be used for good or bad, depending on who is going to use it. And I think that the greatest threat coming from the AI's world is potentially this technology being controlled and used by those who want to do us harm.

Marcus: Mostly agree with you there. First of all, neither of us are that worried about the machines becoming deliberately malicious. I don't think the chance of that is zero, but I don't think it's very high. Agree we should be worrying about malicious humans and what they should, what they might, do with AI--which I think is a huge, huge concern. We also have to worry because of the kind of AI that we have now, that it will just do really bad things by accident. Because it's so poorly connected to the world, it doesn't understand what truth is. It can't follow the rules of chess, etcetera. It can just accidentally do really bad things. And so we have to worry about, I think, the accidents and the misuse. Maybe less about the malice.

Kasparov: Now let me ask a very primitive--just a question that has no scientific background. So while analyzing our chess decisions, we always say, Okay, this part is being made through calculation; this one through recognition of patterns. Now, in your view, what percentage of these decisions or suggestions made by AI are based on calculations, and what percentage is attained through understanding? I mean, I don't want to use the word intuition, but recognition of patterns. So let's say: strategy versus simple tactical calculation?

Marcus: First thing is, I should clarify something, which is: There are different kinds of AI out in the world. So, for example, a GPS navigation system is all what I would call calculation and no intuition. It simply has a vast table of different locations and the routes that you can take between those places for different segments of it and the times and that are typical and so forth.

All calculation. Nothing I would describe as pattern recognition. I would still call it AI. It's not a sexy piece of AI, and it's not what most people talk about when they talk about AI right now. Most people are talking about chatbots like ChatGPT. When Deep Blue beat you, that was all calculation. Maybe you could argue there's a tiny bit of pattern recognition. Stockfish is now kind of a merger of the two. It's kind of a hybrid system, which I think is the right way to go. The things that are popular mostly aren't hybrids, although they're increasingly kind of sneaking some hybrid stuff in the back door.

I would say they're not doing any calculation at all. I would say that they're all pattern recognition. A pure large language model is all pattern recognition, with no deep conceptual understanding and no deep representations at all. There's no deep understanding even of what it means to "jump a piece" or "illegal move." None of that is really there, so everything it does is really pattern recognition. When it does play chess, it's recognizing other games. There's an asterisk around this, which is they can do a little bit of analogy in certain contexts. So it's not pure memorization; it's not pure regurgitation. But it comes close to that, and it's never kind of deep and conceptual.

Kasparov: So, before we move into politics--and I will just, you know, give you some statements. And you tell me if I'm right, or maybe they have to be corrected.

So this infrastructure and this whole industry has not solved the alignment problem.

Marcus: Not even close. The "alignment problem" means making machines do what you want them to do or the things that are compatible with humans. And already we saw a great example, which is chess. You know, you tell it "I want to play chess; here are the rules of chess"--and it can't even stick to that. Now you get to something harder like "Don't cause harm to humans," which is much more complicated to, to even, you know, define what harm means, and so forth. They can't do that at all. There is no real progress, I would say, in the alignment problem. Adding more data doesn't help that much with the alignment problem. There's another thing called reinforcement learning. It helps a little, but we have nothing like a real solution to alignment.

Kasparov: Okay, so, the bottom line is that simply adding information--or just, you know, cleaning this human data and just building, you know, the skyscrapers of this data--doesn't help very much.

So we reach a plateau. So the idea that if we simply keep, you know, piling more and more data, and we will transform this quantity into a quality to move to the next level. It doesn't work. Because, again, there's no evidence this kind of superintelligence is going to happen tomorrow or just in the foreseeable future.

Marcus: It's not gonna work. We will get to superintelligence eventually, but not by just feeding the beast with more data. You know, I thought what you were gonna ask me was, is this field intellectually honest? And my answer is: not anymore. AI used to be an intellectually honest field, at least for the most part.

And now we just have people hyping stuff, praying. There's actually a great phrase I heard: "Pray and prompt." Like, you pray and prompt and hope you'll get the right answer. And it's just--it's not reasonable to suppose that these things are actually gonna get us to AGI [artificial general intelligence]. But the whole field is built on that these days.

[Music]

Kasparov: We'll be right back.

[Break]

Kasparov: Okay. So, to support your reputation as an AI realist and not be just on the negative side, because you already said enough--and again, couldn't agree more with everything you just said--we have to support our reputation of those who believe that AI still brings something good into this world. So how do we benefit from AI's interference or infusion of virtually every aspect of our life?

Marcus: So I think there's, it's a multipart answer, because AI affects so many parts of our life. Right now, the best AI for helping people, in my opinion, is not the chatbot. The best piece of AI right now, I think, is AlphaFold, which is a very specialized system that does one thing and only one thing, which is to take nucleotides in a protein and figure out what their 3D structure is likely to be.

It may help with drug discovery. Lots of people are trying that out. That seems like a genuinely useful piece of AI and should be a model. But I would say of the big AI companies, DeepMind is the only one seriously pursuing AI for science at scale. Most people are just like, Well, can I throw a chatbot at something?

And mostly that's not gonna lead that much advance, as opposed to creating special-purpose solutions. I think we have to be intellectually honest about the limitations of this generation of AI and build better versions of AI and introduce new ideas and foster them. And right now we're in this place where the oxygen is being sucked outta the room, as Emily Bender once said.

And nobody else can really pursue anything else. Like, all the venture funding is to do large language models and so forth. So it's the research side of it. There's a "finding the right tools for the job" side of it. There's also a legal side of it--which is, if we want AI to be net benefit to society, we have to figure out how to use it safely and how to use it fairly and justly. If we don't--which is what's happening right now in the United States, when we're doing nothing--then of course there's gonna be lots of negative consequences.

Kasparov: Negative consequences. I think the one place where we all feel these negative consequences is politics, or things related to politics: like propaganda and simply, you know, just sharing information.

That's where AI plays a massive role, because again, we saw the influence of various forms of AI being used to influence the elections. And it seems unstoppable now. So just briefly: So what do you think? That anything can be done, or we are just, we have entered the era of these information wars that will be run by these chatbots? And the sheer power behind them could at one point decide results of any election?

Marcus: This is a place where I may be an AI optimist, although not short term. So I genuinely believe that, in principle, we can build AI that could do fact-checking automatically faster than people, and I think we need that. Right now it's sort of politically hot, so nobody even wants to touch it. But I think in the long run, that's what we need to do.

Think about the 1890s, with all the yellow journalism of people like [William Randolph] Hearst and so forth. All bullshit. Some people think it led to war based on false facts, and that led to fact-checking being a thing. And we may return to that, because I think people are going to get disgusted by how much bullshit they are immersed in.

And I think in principle--not current AI, but future AI could actually do that at scale faster than people. And I think that could be part of the solution eventually. Part of it is political will, and right now we lack it. The far right has so politicized the notion of truth that it is hard to get people to even talk about it.

But I think that there will be a swing back in the pendulum of that, someday. Whether that happens in the United States is a very complicated situation right now, but I think the world at large is not gonna be satisfied with the state of affairs where you can't trust anything. Dictators love it. It's great for them. That's why it was the Russian-propaganda model. [Vladimir] Putin loves the idea that nobody knows what to believe, and so you just kind of have to go along with what he makes you do.

Kasparov: But it seems to me that the political moment definitely in this country, also in Europe now, is not very friendly to this notion. So fact-checking--

Marcus: Very unfriendly.

Kasparov: People believe what they want to believe. And unfortunately, fake news has this element of sensationalism that always attracts the attention. And, I think lies become weapons on both sides. There's some blatant lies; there's some more covert lies.

But at the end of the day, I think no political, meaningful political force in this country now is interested of defending the truth, defending the pure, correct fact-checked data--because it may, and most likely will, interfere with their political agenda. And also the facts--they always lose in the battle of public opinion these days against fake news.

Marcus: I mean, my one moment of optimism is: We saw this before in the 1890s, and eventually people got fed up. It's not gonna happen soon, though. Right now, people are complacent and apathetic, and they have given up on truth. I could also be wrong in my rare moment of optimism. I think that things are going to get so bad that the people will resist. But I mean, that's an open question. At least once in history, people did get fed up with that state of affairs. It is also true what you're saying. Lies do tend to travel faster than truth. And that's part of what happened in the social-media era; that whole thing got accelerated, right? The social-media companies don't care about truth, and they realized they would make more money by trafficking in fake narratives. And that's part of why we are where we are now.

Kasparov: Yeah, you mentioned a couple of times--1890s and early 20th century--as one of the moments of transition. So what about the, let's say, mid-20th century with the booming sci-fi-book industry--had many, many stories about the future influence of technology. Technology to dominate our society; technology interfering with democracy. The great writers, you know, they predicted that at one point we would have to deal with this direct challenge of technology in the hands of few to influence the opinion of many. Are we now at this point?

Marcus: I keep thinking about rewriting a word-for-word remake of 1984, which I think was written in the late '40s. Um, you know, we are exactly where [George] Orwell warned us about, but with technology that makes it worse. Large language models can be ...I don't know. We call them super-persuaders.

They can persuade people of stuff without people even realizing they're being influenced. And the more data you collect on someone, the easier that job becomes. And so we are exactly living in the world that Orwell warned us about.

Kasparov: Okay. So let's talk about tech bros. So they believed that all-powerful technology could actually help to improve the society, because society has too many problems. They cannot be resolved any other way. But to lead the public, to educate the public, to control the public mind to cure these problems--is this threat real? And is it doable? Because some people even say that it may lead us to something called techno-fascism, where, while preserving all the elements of representative democracy, we will end up in some kind of dystopian society where the few in charge of massive data will make election results predictable and bend them to their favor.

Marcus: I mean, that's exactly what's happening in the United States right now--techno-fascism. You know, the intent appears to be to replace most people--most federal workers--with AI, which is gonna have all the problems that we talked about. The intent is to surveil them, to surveil people. To get, you know, massive amounts of data, put it all together in one place, accessible to a small oligarchy. I mean, that's just what they're doing. This is not science fiction that could happen in 10 years. This is essentially the active thing that is happening right now, that has, you know, been happening for the last few months.

Kasparov: Question. So is it inevitable? So how does society at large resist this pressure, from this new tech oligarchy that has all the money, that has control of technology? And again: Let's be honest, most of the public, they care more about convenience rather than about, you know, the security of their devices. I mean, for instance, that's known, that people want these devices, this new technology, to bring some short-term benefits.

Marcus: iPhones are the opiates of the people.

Kasparov: Exactly. So because our reliance on these new devices. Because we are willing to use the simplest passwords, because to do a complicated password is too, you know, time consuming. So again, ignoring even threats to our personal data--so can we rally enough people to make this threat?

Marcus: I think the default path is what you described. I would add privacy to it. So people have given up on privacy. They won't do the basic things on security, and they have given up an enormous amount of power. And the power hasn't even just gone to the government. Power has really gone to the tech companies, who have enormous influence over the government.

And unless people get out of their apathy, that's, you know, certainly where the United States is likely to stay. It's only if there is mass action, and if people realize what has happened to them. There were huge protests specifically directed toward Elon Musk, and he was kind of, as far as I can tell, pushed aside.

Those protests were somewhat effective in mitigating some of the more egregious things that he tried to do. And so he's at least kind of not at center stage anymore. But short of that, I think the default is the sort of dark world that we're talking about. That, you know, reminds me a lot of contemporary Russia, where a few people have most of the power. Most people have essentially no power. And, to a surprisingly large degree, people just consent to that: giving up their freedom, giving up their privacy, maybe giving up their independence of thought as these systems start to shape their thoughts. And, to me, that's extremely dark. Not everybody seems to understand what's going on, and unless more people understand what's going on, this is, you know, where we're gonna stay.

Kasparov: Yes. So to wrap it up, can you give us just, you know, some glimpse of hope? Any idea how we can fight back by using the enormous power that AI and all these devices give to us? Because we are many; we are millions. And they are few--though they're a very powerful few. So what's the best bet for us to take back our future, back in our hands? And also to make sure that the political institutions of the United States, the obvious great republic, will survive its 250th anniversary that will be celebrated next year?

Marcus: I think our powers are the same as they always were. But we're not using them. So we have powers like striking. We could have a general strike. Strikes, boycotts. You know, we could all say, Look, we are not going to use generative AI unless you solve some of these problems. Right now, the people making generative AI are sticking the public with all of the costs to the information ecosphere--all the enormous climate cost of these systems.

Like, they're just sticking everything to the public. And we could say: That's not cool. You know, we would love to have AI, but make it better. Make it so it's reliable, it's not destroying the environment, massacring the environment, you know--and then we'll use your stuff. Right now, we'll boycott it, so we could say, Hey, we're not gonna do this anymore. You know, we'll come back to your tools later. They're nice, but I think we could live without them. You know, they save some time, and that's cool. But--

Kasparov: Are you sure, Gary? I mean, let's be realistic. So I hate pouring cold water in your concept of our hot resistance. But do you seem to think that people today--I mean it starts with students will stop using ChatGPT.

Marcus: I think it's very unlikely. But the reality is that the students, by adding to the revenue streams and user numbers--massively, like students are a huge part of it--they're adding to the valuations of the companies.

They're giving companies power--and what the companies are trying to do is to keep those students from ever getting jobs. And the companies probably are gonna succeed in that, right? The people who are losing their jobs first are students. The students graduating are entering this world where junior workers aren't getting hired as much. And probably in part because of AI. In some ways, they're the most screwed by all of this.

And they have given birth to this monster, because they drive the subscriptions up. So, you know, OpenAI can raise all of this money, because a lot of people are using it. A large fraction, I don't know the exact numbers of those people who are students using them to write their term papers. If students just stop doing that, it would actually undermine OpenAI. It might lead to the whole thing collapsing, and that would actually change what their employment prospects are like.

Kasparov: Yeah. I'm very skeptical about them, just--

Marcus: I'm skeptical about it too.

Kasparov: So is it fair to say that regarding AI, short term, you are pessimistic? You have very uneasy feelings. Midterm, you are optimistic, and long-term you're bullish.

Marcus: No; it's more agnostic. It's like, I think this could work out--but we have to get off of our asses if we want it to work out. We may reach some point where people in the U.S. do fight back. We have more of an expectation, historically, of having certain kinds of freedoms than I think the Russian people do. And so it could turn around, and to the extent that it makes me an optimist to think it could turn around. Yeah.

[Music]

Marcus: But generally, I like the metaphor that we're kind of on a knife's edge and we have choice. It's important to realize that we still have choice. It's not all over yet. We still have some power to get ourselves on a positive AI track, but it is not the default. It is not where we're likely to go unless we really do stand up for our rights.

Kasparov: So it's not the most optimistic forecast, but at least it's a call for action.

Marcus: But we could. We could take action.

Kasparov: Exactly.

Marcus: We are America, and we still could, and we should. Our fate rests 100 percent on political will.

Kasparov: Gary Marcus, thank you very much for this most enlightening conversation.

Marcus: Thank you so much for the conversation.

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

Kasparov: I'm Garry Kasparov. See you back here next week.
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Pete Hegseth's Department of Cringe

Renaming the Defense Department is a pathetic stunt.

by Tom Nichols




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

Donald Trump is a showman who likes flashy spectacles and heated controversies. He has chosen Cabinet nominees for their shock value, attacked famous American universities, mobilized the Justice Department against his political enemies, and sent troops into American cities, fully aware of how much these theatrics would enrage his opponents.

But even in a term marked by political performance art, Trump's plan to rename the Department of Defense as the Department of War might be a new high--or low. An executive order making the change is expected tomorrow, Fox News reported.

Last month, when the plan was still just a hypothetical, the president was asked why he favored it. He said that Department of War "just sounded better" and that it would be a callback to the name under which U.S. forces fought in the two world wars. But the change is also a reflection of how much Trump and Secretary of Defense (his title for now) Pete Hegseth think of themselves as tough guys, real fighters who will no longer trifle with silly names about "defending" things. Hegseth in particular is obsessed with "warfighters"--a clunky Pentagon term that's been around for far too long--who will engage in "warfighting" with great "lethality."

Elliot Ackerman: Bring back the War Department

Both men seem to think that wimps cower and defend, but real men go on the offensive and whack the bad guys. After all, who are any of us to argue with General George Patton, who said in 1943: "No dumb bastard ever won a war by going out and dying for his country. He won it by making some other poor dumb bastard die for his country." And that, apparently, is what the U.S. military is going to do once it gives its watery collection of uniformed bureaucrats a name worthy of killers who want to grind the guts of America's enemies between their clenched jaws.

It is almost impossible to overstate the inanity of this move. The United States has a Department of Defense for a reason. It was called the "War" Department until 1947, when the dictates of a new and more dangerous world required the creation of a much larger military organization than any in American history. Harry Truman and the American leaders who destroyed the Axis, and who now were facing the Soviet empire, realized that national security had become a larger undertaking than the previous American tradition of moving, as needed, between discrete conditions of "war" and "peace."

These leaders understood that America could no longer afford the isolationist luxury of militarizing itself during times of threat and then making soldiers train with wooden sticks when the storm clouds passed. Now, they knew, the security of the country would be a daily undertaking, a matter of ongoing national defense, in which the actual exercise of military force would be only part of preserving the freedom and independence of the United States and its allies.

In 1949, after two years that included a massive reorganization of the U.S. military (and the establishment of an air force), Truman christened the new United States Department of Defense, which consolidated elements of the previous War and Navy Departments. That name was good enough for Truman, who served in combat in World War I and dropped two nuclear bombs on Japan. And it was good enough for President Dwight Eisenhower, the former supreme allied commander, who oversaw the largest military operations ever undertaken in all of human history.

It was also good enough for John F. Kennedy, who served his country as a naval officer and nearly got killed during World War II. It was good enough for Lyndon B. Johnson, who won the Silver Star for his military service, and then, as commander in chief, embroiled the United States in a decade-long war in Southeast Asia. It was good enough for Naval Reserve officer Richard Nixon, who took over Johnson's war and unleashed the fury of American bombers overseas. It was good enough for Gerald Ford and Jimmy Carter, both former Navy officers. It was good enough for Ronald Reagan, a former Army officer who as president pushed through a huge program of military expansion and modernization. It was good enough for his successor, George H. W. Bush, a decorated naval aviator who was shot down during combat in the Pacific.

From the August 2025 Issue: What Pete Hegseth doesn't understand about soldiers

Later presidents left the name alone too, perhaps because the rest of the world by the end of the 20th century had adopted the same name for their military organizations. Trump and Hegseth might think defense is a word for weenies, but the Chinese and the Russians, both of whom have ministries of defense, don't seem to agree. (The Russians were even ahead of the Americans: The Kremlin created a "People's Commissariat of Defense of the Soviet Union" in the 1930s, renamed part of it the "Ministry of War" briefly in the early 1950s, then settled on the "Ministry of Defense" in 1953.) North Korea has a Ministry of National Defense; Iran has a Ministry of National Defense and Armed Forces Logistics. If Trump thinks Moscow and Beijing will tremble when Hegseth orders the new stationery that says "War" on it, he's in for a surprise.

And about that paperwork: The cost of renaming the DOD will run into tens of millions of dollars, maybe much more. Isn't this an administration that only months ago unleashed an ignorant bazillionaire on the federal workforce in the name of efficiency and cost reductions? Everything from official seals to uniform patches and medals might have to be replaced--and for what? Because a president who never served a day in uniform and a macho-obsessed former Army major think that using words like war will provide the sense of purpose and gravity they both lack?
 
 I have a better idea. Let's skip the "War" name and go right to the "Department of Cringe." It may not strike fear into the hearts of evildoers overseas, but it will resonate with Americans who take national defense seriously, because it is the emotion many of them already feel every time the former Major Hegseth says "lethality" and "warfighter." If the leaders of the United States are going to make fools of themselves and of the dedicated men and women who serve in uniform simply to own the libs and put on a show for the party faithful, any name will do. They might as well choose one that's accurate.
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A Different RFK Jr. Just Appeared Before Congress

America's health secretary has moved into attack mode.

by Nicholas Florko




Some Republican senators, it seems, have begun to fret that Robert F. Kennedy Jr. was not being entirely honest when he sought their votes to confirm him as secretary of Health and Human Services. Back in January, Kennedy reassured lawmaker after lawmaker that he would not limit access to vaccines. But today, before the Senate Finance Committee, he aggressively defended anti-vaccine talking points, alarming Democrats and Republicans alike. "You promised to uphold the highest standards for vaccines," Senator John Barrasso of Wyoming, a Republican, told Kennedy today. "Since then, I've grown deeply concerned."

Today's hearing was always going to be tumultuous. Although the panel was pitched as an opportunity to hear about President Donald Trump's health-care agenda, it was a rare opportunity for senators to publicly question the secretary about his recent attacks on the U.S. vaccination system. In the past 200 days, Kennedy has terminated mRNA-research grants, stuffed a CDC advisory panel with anti-vaccine activists, and propped up unproven treatments during a deadly measles outbreak. Last week, he pushed out CDC Director Susan Monarez, whom senators had confirmed to her position less than a month prior. Lawmakers, understandably, were displeased. In today's hearing, Kennedy claimed that Monarez had told him that she was untrustworthy after taking the job, to which Republican Senator Thom Tillis replied, "I would suggest in the interview you ask them if they're truthful, rather than four weeks after we took the time of the U.S. Senate to confirm the person."

All the while, Kennedy has insisted that these actions haven't harmed the United States' vaccination system. At today's hearing, Senator Bill Cassidy said he had heard from a fellow doctor that the Trump administration's recent decision to narrow eligibility for COVID vaccines was causing confusion. CVS, acting on the CDC's recommendations, is now requiring prescriptions for COVID shots in certain areas of the country, and stopped offering them in a few states at least temporarily. Walgreens appears to have a similar policy. "I would say, effectively, we are denying people vaccine," Cassidy said. Kennedy replied to him: "You're wrong."

That curt response was cordial compared with how Kennedy addressed several Democratic senators who had similar questions. Just a few minutes after shooting down Cassidy's concerns, he was yelling at Democratic Senator Maggie Hassan of New Hampshire for alleging that people who want COVID vaccines are being denied them because of the Trump administration's actions. "Everybody can get the vaccine. You're just making things up. You're making things up to scare people, and it's a lie," Kennedy told her. Kennedy also defended his previous concerns about the COVID shots, citing the risk that some people who get the shot may develop a potentially deadly inflammation of the heart known as myocarditis. (That risk is real, but very small.) He told Senator Michael Bennet that he agreed with Retsef Levi, whom he'd elevated to the CDC's vaccine-advisory panel earlier this year, who has claimed that "evidence is mounting and indisputable that MRNA vaccines cause serious harm including death, especially among young people." After Bennet said that he was lying, Kennedy shouted back: "Are you saying the mRNA vaccine has never been associated with myocarditis or pericarditis in teenagers? Is that what you're trying to tell us?" ("Secretary Kennedy was debunking false claims and reminding everyone that the COVID-19 vaccine continues to be available to anyone who chooses it," an HHS spokesperson told me in an email.)

Read: RFK Jr.'s victory lap

Kennedy is a longtime anti-vaccine activist who has made a career out of going after corporations and politicians. On his path to becoming health secretary, however, he showed only glimpses of this combative side. During his confirmation hearing, for example, he accused Bernie Sanders of corruption because of campaign donations that Sanders had allegedly received from pharmaceutical companies. (According to Sanders, the donations were small and came from pharma employees.) But on the issue of vaccines, Kennedy previously seemed eager to avoid a fight. When Cassidy outlined during Kennedy's confirmation hearing the numerous studies disproving a link between vaccines and autism, Kennedy responded, "You show me those scientific studies, and you and I can meet about it." Today, one of the few lawmakers Kennedy seemed content to sit back and listen to was Ron Johnson, arguably the most anti-vaccine member of the Senate. Kennedy nodded as Johnson laid out his case for why he believes that COVID vaccines are associated with thousands of deaths. (In fact, Johnson is basing his claim on a government database where anyone can report a potential side effect from a vaccine, which is not meant to demonstrate a causal link between the vaccine and death.)

This sort of aggression from a Cabinet secretary could seem like political suicide. The lawmakers Kennedy was chiding not only have the power to investigate his work at HHS; they also control the funds he needs to keep his agency running. But Congress has never removed a Cabinet secretary from office. And even if some Republican senators are starting to raise concerns, one very prominent Republican still seems to remain in Kennedy's corner. Earlier this week, Trump questioned the value of COVID vaccines and the massive effort that his first administration orchestrated to bring them quickly to the public in 2020. "I hope OPERATION WARP SPEED was as 'BRILLIANT' as many say it was," he wrote on Truth Social. "If not, we all want to know about it, and why???"

As Kennedy grows bolder in his attacks, Trump has been his greatest enabler. Trump achieved the rapid delivery of vaccines during the pandemic with Operation Warp Speed, yet he seems to be happily cheering Kennedy on in dismantling that legacy. He might share Kennedy's views, or perhaps he sees the pitfalls of dismissing a secretary who has some of the highest favorability ratings in the Cabinet. Even recent speculation that Kennedy plans to run for president in 2028 failed to generate a public rebuke from Trump. (Kennedy has since denied that he's running.) At least for the time being, Kennedy looks invincible. He knows it.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/health/archive/2025/09/senators-finally-seem-realize-who-they-made-health-secretary/684111/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Florida Decided There Were Too Many Children

The state's elimination of vaccine mandates is a courageous first step toward decluttering itself of any excess kids.

by Alexandra Petri




Sorry. We decided there were too many children.

You know how it goes.

Their hands are too small. Sometimes they are sticky, and no one knows why. They say they're eating their dinner, but you can see that they are just pushing it around on their plate. They come up to you on the sidewalk and tell you their whole life story for 10 minutes, wearing face paint from a birthday party three days ago. Some afternoons they announce that they are sharks, but they are obviously not sharks. They do this over and over again.

And the state of Florida, understandably, said: Enough. This needs to stop. We have decided that there are too many children, and we can let some of them go. Or, as the state's surgeon general put it when he eliminated all vaccine mandates yesterday: "Who am I as a government or anyone else, who am I as a man standing here now, to tell you what you should put in your body? Who am I to tell you what your child should put in [their] body? I don't have that right."

(That relaxed attitude about bodily autonomy comes as something of a surprise, given the state's six-week abortion ban, but this is America, where you can do anything with your body unless there's a uterus in it.)

Florida is the first state to take the courageous step toward decluttering itself of excess children, but under the inexpert guidance of Robert F. Kennedy Jr., other states may follow. If we lose herd immunity, we will bring back diseases that had formerly been eliminated, and some children who would otherwise have been protected will perish. But no price is too high to pay in this pointless war against decades of lifesaving science. Confusingly, this effort is being taken up at the same time that people are Very Concerned about dropping birth rates, but it makes sense when you understand that they don't like the children we currently have. They want us to make other ones instead.

This is certainly one possible response to the epidemic of mass shootings: unleash another epidemic on our elementary schools. If I had to guess what kind of shot we would make sure schoolchildren got, I would have guessed wrong. I am always guessing wrong. I am always guessing that we want children to live.
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        America's Peron
        Scott Lincicome

        When the populist strongman Juan Peron ran Argentina's economy from his presidential palace in the mid-20th century--personally deciding which companies received favors, which industries got nationalized or protected, and which businessmen profited from state largesse--economists warned that the experiment would end badly. They were right. Over decades of rule by Peron and his successors, a country that had once been among the world's wealthiest nations devolved into a global laughingstock, with un...

      

      
        Are Humans Watching Animals Too Closely?
        Ross Andersen

        Charles Darwin once noted that natural selection tends to preserve traits that conceal an animal in nature. It can paint camouflage onto their bodies with astonishing quickness: The peppered moth's wings darkened only a few decades after England's Industrial Revolution blackened urban tree trunks. Decades later, when pollution let up, their wings lightened again. But evolution has not moved quickly enough to conceal animals from human-surveillance technologies, which are undergoing their own Camb...

      

      
        A Massive Vaccine Experiment
        Katherine J. Wu

        Two and a half years ago, Ashish Jha was the White House's COVID-19 response coordinator, a job that meant getting as much of the country as possible on board with the federal government's approach to public health. For much of this summer, he's been doing the opposite of that.As Robert F. Kennedy Jr., the secretary of the Department of Health and Human Services, dismantles nearly every core component of the country's vaccine infrastructure--defunding vaccine research, restricting access to shots,...

      

      
        Seven Sunday 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.Read about the surprising cells you carry from your relatives, why getting up early might be the best life hack, what happens when your kid's best friend is a problem, and more.The Most Mysterious Cells in Our Bodies Don't Belong to Us
You carry literal pieces of your mom--and maybe your grandma, and you...

      

      
        The World No Longer Takes Trump Seriously
        Tom Nichols

        The leaders of Russia, China, and North Korea are not good men. They preside over brutal autocracies replete with secret police and prison camps. But they are, nevertheless, serious men, and they know an unserious man when they see one. For nearly a decade, they have taken Donald Trump's measure, and they have clearly reached a conclusion: The president of the United States is not worthy of their respect.Wednesday's military parade in Beijing is the most recent evidence that the world's authorita...

      

      
        Just How Bad Would an AI Bubble Be?
        Roge Karma

        If there is any field in which the rise of AI is already said to be rendering humans obsolete--in which the dawn of superintelligence is already upon us--it is coding. This makes the results of a recent study genuinely astonishing.In the study, published in July, the think tank Model Evaluation & Threat Research randomly assigned a group of experienced software developers to perform coding tasks with or without AI tools. It was the most rigorous test to date of how AI would perform in the real worl...

      

      
        Trump's Crypto Dealings Now Have the Perfect Cover
        Will Gottsegen

        The Trumps have never been known for their subtlety: They like to do things fast, big, and loud. This is especially so in the context of cryptocurrency, a noisy and chaotic industry by nature. Remember our president's collection of NFTs? Among the depictions on these digital trading cards is a portrait of Donald Trump in an Iron Man-inspired suit, accompanied by the caption "SUPERTRUMP." Or how about the $TRUMP meme coin and accompanying gamified gala dinner for its biggest investors?It has been ...

      

      
        The First Millennial Saint
        Kate Cray

        Visit the Church of Santa Maria Maggiore in the Italian town of Assisi, and you'll encounter the life-size cutout of a teen boy: the soon-to-be Saint Carlo Acutis. His real body, encased in wax, lies nearby in a brightly tiled coffin with a glass panel in the center. He's dressed as you might expect a kid his age would be, in jeans, a zip-up jacket, and Nikes. Stone panels behind the coffin depict scenes from his life with some symbolic flourishes. In one, the logos of Facebook, Google, and other...

      

      
        The Power of Not Caring
        Rafaela Jinich

        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.For Melani Sanders, a mother and wife, it started after a grocery run. She got in her car, pulled out her phone, and declared that she didn't care--about shaving her legs, about wearing a "real bra," or about keeping her house tidy. That first video rant turned into the We Do Not Care Club, a viral cho...

      

      
        America Surrenders in the Global Information Wars
        Anne Applebaum

        Every day, some 2 billion people around the world use privacy-protection tools supported by the Open Technology Fund. When people in China escape their government's firewalls and censorship software--now so dense that the system has been called the "locknet"--or when users in Cuba or Myanmar evade cruder internet blocks, they can access material written in their own languages and read stories they would otherwise never see. Both the access and some of the information are available because the U.S. ...

      

      
        What It Costs to Be a Sorority Girl
        Annie Joy Williams

        "There are three important things in a mother's life--the birth of her child, her daughter's wedding day, and sorority rush," Bill Alverson, a sorority-rush coach and the star of the Lifetime show A Sorority Mom's Guide to Rush, likes to say. Lately, rush is bigger and more competitive than ever, driven by a boom in TikTok content detailing the process. Coaches like Alverson have begun offering their services to girls--and their mothers--desperate to get a bid from elite sororities, and these servic...

      

      
        Tesla Wants Out of the Car Business
        Patrick George

        Elon Musk still makes some of America's best electric cars. Earlier this summer, I rented a brand-new, updated Tesla Model Y, the first refresh to the electric SUV since it debuted, in 2020. Compared with even just two years ago, when the Model Y became the world's best-selling car, many companies make great EVs now. Some of them have the Model Y beat in certain areas, but for the price, the Tesla is still the total package.Now, imagine how good Teslas could be if Musk apparently wasn't so bored ...

      

      
        Pete Hegseth's Department of Cringe
        Tom Nichols

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.Donald Trump is a showman who likes flashy spectacles and heated controversies. He has chosen Cabinet nominees for their shock value, attacked famous American universities, mobilized the Justice Department against his political enemies, and sent troops into American cities, fully aware of how much these theatrics would enrage his opponents.But even in a term marked by political performance art, Trump's plan t...

      

      
        Democrats' Epstein Derangement Syndrome
        Mark Leibovich

        Updated on September 5, 2025, at 2:55 p.m.To hear Donald Trump's critics tell it, all of the disquieting news that the president has generated this summer--the FBI raid on former National Security Adviser John Bolton's home, the National Guard deployment in cities, Trump's attempt to fire Federal Reserve Governor Lisa Cook, his accusation that Barack Obama led a coup and committed "the crime of the century"--has been an effort to divert attention from the issue that truly terrifies Trump: the Jeffr...

      

      
        I'm a High Schooler. AI Is Demolishing My Education.
        Ashanty Rosario

        AI has transformed my experience of education. I am a senior at a public high school in New York, and these tools are everywhere. I do not want to use them in the way I see other kids my age using them--I generally choose not to--but they are inescapable.During a lesson on the Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, I watched a classmate discreetly shift in their seat, prop their laptop up on a crossed leg, and highlight the entirety of the chapter under discussion. In seconds, they had pulled...

      

      
        Florida Decided There Were Too Many Children
        Alexandra Petri

        Sorry. We decided there were too many children.You know how it goes.Their hands are too small. Sometimes they are sticky, and no one knows why. They say they're eating their dinner, but you can see that they are just pushing it around on their plate. They come up to you on the sidewalk and tell you their whole life story for 10 minutes, wearing face paint from a birthday party three days ago. Some afternoons they announce that they are sharks, but they are obviously not sharks. They do this over ...

      

      
        How a Tradition Forged in Slavery Persists Today
        Danielle Amir Jackson

        In Ryan Coogler's 2025 blockbuster, Sinners, Wunmi Mosaku plays a woman named Annie, who makes a living by supplying her neighbors in Clarksdale, Mississippi, with homemade medicinal cures. She has spent years studying the Bible, the human body, and the supernatural. And she is the only character who understands the trouble brewing outside the juke joint where the town's Black residents have gathered one evening for a night of music and dancing. Sinners is the most recent depiction in pop culture...

      

      
        Summertime
        Rosanna Warren

        Ash-brown tatters lofted on pheromones,
gypsy moths flutter among boughs and across the meadow
like confetti. Beyond hunger. Only sex
drives the males. The females wait
folded within crevices in bark. They've lost their mouths.
Admirable to be so single-minded.
Just days ago, as creepy adolescents
they chewed the branches bare, littered the path
with skeleton leaf-stalks, tore new craters
out of the canopy so the sky fell through:
we, too, could strip a forest, strip
a continent, but not so lacil...

      

      
        The Man Who Taught Hollywood How to Dress
        Kimberly Chrisman-Campbell

        The red carpet, if you can believe it, was once a fashion dead zone, a sequin-strewn wasteland where good taste went to die. For years, many stars served as their own stylist or whipped up their own clothes, with predictably patchy results. In 1989, when Demi Moore showed up to the Academy Awards in a spandex-bike-shorts-and-corset ensemble of her own design, Women's Wear Daily called it an "Oscar Fright." But earlier this year, Moore dominated awards-season best-dressed lists, winning raves for ...

      

      
        Why This Administration Can't Fill Its Jobs
        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.The best line of Donald Trump's three-hour-plus Cabinet meeting last week came not from the president but from Marco Rubio."Personally, this is the most meaningful Labor Day of my life, as someone who has four jobs," said Rubio, who was serving as secretary of state, acting national security adviser, ac...

      

      
        The 'Remarkable Ability' Many Dissidents Share
        Boris Kachka

        Want to hear more from The Atlantic's Books section? Join us at The Atlantic Festival, happening September 18-20 in New York City. The authors Walter Mosley, Susan Orlean, Alison Roman, Joshua Bennett, and Rita Dove will be in conversation with Atlantic writers. Learn more here.When the American novelist Lauren Grodstein visited Tbilisi, Georgia, in 2023, its citizens were dancing in the face of riot police. She had come to research a novel that she was writing about an American woman at a personal crossroads;...

      

      
        A Book That Doesn't Seek to Explain Itself
        Lily Meyer

        At the beginning of the South Korean writer and director Lee Chang-dong's 2018 thriller Burning, a movie adaptation of a Haruki Murakami short story, a young woman named Haemi invites a childhood acquaintance, Jongsu, to her apartment, which she complains gets natural light for only one moment a day, when the sun bounces off the Seoul Tower to shine in her window. She and Jongsu quickly begin having sex, which Lee shoots from Jongsu's perspective. The camera's gaze rises to the wall behind Haemi,...

      

      
        
          	
            The Atlantic
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            Politics | The ...
          
        

      

    

  
	
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



America's Peron

Decades of personalist rule turned Argentina into a global economic laughingstock. Donald Trump seems to have misunderstood the lesson.

by Scott Lincicome




When the populist strongman Juan Peron ran Argentina's economy from his presidential palace in the mid-20th century--personally deciding which companies received favors, which industries got nationalized or protected, and which businessmen profited from state largesse--economists warned that the experiment would end badly. They were right. Over decades of rule by Peron and his successors, a country that had once been among the world's wealthiest nations devolved into a global laughingstock, with uncontrollable inflation, routine fiscal crises, rampant corruption, and crippling poverty. Peronism became a cautionary tale of how not to manage an economy.

President Donald Trump seems to have misunderstood the lesson. His second term has begun to follow the Peronist playbook of import substitution, emergency declarations, personal dealmaking, fiscal and monetary recklessness, and unprecedented government control over private enterprise. And, as with Argentina's Peronism, much of U.S. economic policy making runs directly through the president himself.

Trump's tendency toward Peronist policy is strongest on trade. Central to Peron's economic vision was an "import substitution industrialization" strategy, or ISI, that used tariffs, quotas, subsidies, localization mandates, and similar policies to push Argentines to produce domestically what they'd previously imported more cheaply from abroad. The approach was intended to fuel domestic growth, but it instead created insular and uncompetitive manufacturing industries saddled with high production costs, bloated finances, and rampant cronyism. Perversely, it also crushed Argentina's globally competitive agricultural sector by diverting resources away from it and toward protected industries. Argentinian consumers suffered from higher prices, unavailable products, and lower overall living standards.

One of the most notorious examples of ISI's failure was when the government of the Peronist President Cristina Kirchner attempted to incubate a local electronics industry through steep restrictions on imported televisions and smartphones. The result was disastrous: Modest increases in low-value domestic-assembly operations were more than offset by a market that featured substandard products priced at double what consumers were paying in neighboring Chile. Popular items such as iPhones were simply unavailable, forcing Argentines into local black markets or shopping trips abroad.

David Frum: How Trump gets his way

Trump's second term is following the ISI playbook in several respects, in some cases even more so than Argentina did. According to the World Bank, for example, Argentina's average tariff rate has hovered between 10 and 16 percent since 1992, while the Yale Budget Lab estimates that the United States' now exceeds 18 percent and could go higher in the months ahead. "National security" tariffs for Trump's preferred industries--including steel, aluminum, copper, and automotive goods--top out at 50 percent, well above the 35 percent duty that Argentina once applied to smartphones. And with U.S.-imposed tariffs varying by product, country, and content, what was once a relatively simple tariff system has been replaced by a labyrinth of overlapping requirements that even large and sophisticated American importers struggle to navigate.

Trump's Peronist tactics extend well beyond import substitution. Peron, for example, nationalized entire industries--railways, airlines, telecommunications, utilities--creating chronically loss-making state enterprises that endured for decades. Trump hasn't gone nearly that far, but is exerting an astonishing degree of government control over private companies' commercial operations. The Trump administration forced Japan's Nippon Steel to give the U.S. president a "golden share" in U.S. Steel in order to acquire it, and required the U.S. semiconductor firms AMD and Nvidia to give the government a 15 percent cut of their China sales in exchange for export approvals. The administration also took a 15 percent stake in the rare-earth miner MP Materials and a 10 percent stake in Intel, in each case making Uncle Sam the company's largest shareholder.

These aren't temporary crisis measures, such as the U.S. bank and auto bailouts or wartime acquisitions of decades past. They're permanent arrangements that give the state substantial influence over private transactions and decisions. And various administration officials, as well as Trump himself, have promised more of these deals in tech, defense, and other industries.

Trump has also flirted with Peronism in fiscal and monetary policy. Peron took control of Argentina's central bank and used expansionary monetary policy to finance massive government spending and deficits, which led to chronic inflation. Trump, for his part, has already added trillions of dollars in new U.S. debt via the One Big Beautiful Bill Act, while also seeking to smash the independence of the Federal Reserve in order to adopt expansionary U.S. monetary policy in the face of still-warm inflation.

Roge Karma: The Lisa Cook case could be the whole ball game

Perhaps the president's most Peronist trait is the way in which he enacts his policies. Peronists, for example, acquired and then routinely deployed broad "emergency" powers to implement their statist economic policies quickly and unilaterally. Trump has similarly declared multiple national emergencies to justify his rapid imposition of global tariffs, as well as extra penalties for China, India, and Brazil, under the International Emergency Economic Powers Act. Should the Supreme Court decide that those "emergency" moves are lawful, Trump will have effectively unlimited power over tariffs and trade--a startling expansion of executive authority and a departure from our Constitution's separation of powers.

Peron didn't just set broad economic policy--he personally decided which companies succeeded or failed, which sectors received government support, who got access to foreign currency, and more. Trump's second term features a similar approach, with Trump's own preferences, interests, and personal connections driving U.S. policy making. Apple CEO Tim Cook went through the Oval Office to secure tariff exemptions for smartphones and Apple products. Intel's board of directors agreed to make the U.S. government a shareholder only after Trump demanded that the company's CEO resign over another pretext, forcing him to run to the White House and beg for support. Trump personally negotiated the Nvidia deal with its CEO, Jensen Huang. And he has repeatedly threatened corporations, including Amazon and U.S. automakers, that dared to consider tariff-fueled price hikes.

Trump's first term featured a trade regime that was at least open and transparent. This time around, deals are being made behind closed doors, and special treatment is being earned from political connections and power. Those without the president's ear don't stand a chance. The centralization of economic decision making is decidedly Peronist: rewarding friends and punishing enemies through state power.

Trumpism isn't full-blown Peronism yet. Large parts of the U.S. economy fortunately remain outside the president's crosshairs and grasp. But each emergency declaration, Oval Office favor, and presidential intervention into private enterprise moves us closer to the Argentine model, and will make reversing course more difficult.

Peronism created vested interests--companies, cronies, unions, government officials, and more--that became dependent on the state and successfully resisted systemic reforms for decades. Trump is creating a similar dynamic today. Companies are making billion-dollar investment decisions based on backroom deals, unilateral policy, and personal promises. Highly publicized exemptions, equity stakes, and special favors are encouraging other private parties to seek similar treatment, and they're giving government officials more reason and precedent to intervene further. Throw in tens of billions of dollars in tariff revenues to which the government will become accustomed, and the risks of entrenchment are clear.

When a nation's economic policy depends on personal whims and relationships rather than consistent rules applied equally to everyone, it has abandoned market capitalism. Argentina took almost 80 years to begin moving back. Let's hope the United States moves sooner.
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Are Humans Watching Animals Too Closely?

Some may crave a little privacy, even your dog.

by Ross Andersen




Charles Darwin once noted that natural selection tends to preserve traits that conceal an animal in nature. It can paint camouflage onto their bodies with astonishing quickness: The peppered moth's wings darkened only a few decades after England's Industrial Revolution blackened urban tree trunks. Decades later, when pollution let up, their wings lightened again. But evolution has not moved quickly enough to conceal animals from human-surveillance technologies, which are undergoing their own Cambrian explosion. Cameras and microphones are shrinking. They're spreading all over the globe. Even as we cause animals to dwindle in number, they are finding it harder and harder to hide.

Humans are closing in on a real-time god's-eye view of this planet. Some subsurface places remain unmonitored. The sun's light penetrates only a thousand yards down into the ocean. In the "midnight zone," below that threshold, strange, glowing animals can still live a life of genuine mystery. But on the planet's surface, humanity's sensors are everywhere. Even animals in the Himalayas can be seen by the satellites that fly overhead, snapping color pictures. They can spot the hot breath of a single whale geysering out of its blowhole.

Deep in the wilderness, way off the hiking trails, scientists have laid out grids of camera traps. Automated environmental-DNA stations census animals in these places by gathering fragments of their genetic material straight from the air, or from veins in the watershed, be they trickles of snowmelt or full streams. The closer a landscape is to civilization, the more intrusively its animals are watched. Those that live in rural barns, feed lots, or aquaculture ponds are monitored by cameras. Along fence lines, their predators are too. Even herds that roam free on the open range are microchipped and trailed by drones.

Cities are the most potent nodes of this global animal panopticon. CCTV cameras stake out big public spaces, and Ring cameras peer out onto quieter streets. Smartphone-toting humans wander everywhere in between, taking geotagged photos of animals, including those in their home. They upload these images to social networks, hoping that they go viral.

Many animals appear to be entirely unbothered by all of this surveillance. Raccoons may show interest in a camera after it flashes, but then move on quickly. Birds have a mixed response: Black-tailed godwits seem to barely even register the nest cams that hover above their freshly hatched chicks. Other species are more likely to abandon a monitored nest. Some animals react even more strongly. The mighty tigers of the Nepalese jungle try to steer clear of camera traps, and at least one chimpanzee has executed a planned attack on a surveillance drone.

If animals do indeed have feelings about surveillance and privacy, those feelings won't map cleanly onto ours. I recently had occasion to reflect on this while letting my dog, Forrest, out to relieve himself at night. I tend to watch where he goes in the yard so that when he's done, I can call him right in and get back to bed. As a consequence, we sometimes make eye contact while he completes the act. It gives me an uneasy feeling, the green shine of his irises hitting mine just as his stream touches the grass. I wonder if my sleepy-eyed stare strikes him as intrusive.

I asked Alexandra Horowitz, who researches dog cognition at Barnard, if Forrest might be experiencing something akin to embarrassment during these moments. Horowitz, who has written multiple books about the mental lives of dogs, was reassuring on this point. (She would later have much more to say about the limited privacy that dogs are afforded.) She explained that dogs understand where people are looking, and that if mine wanted to hide his behavior, he would be unlikely to engage in eye contact. And anyway, in his olfactory social world, urination is a proud public act.

But all of this is speculation, Horowitz emphasized. We can't ask animals directly whether they have their own notions of privacy, so we have to settle for these behavioral clues and the musings of philosophers. Since at least the 1960s, they have been asking whether animals might have privacy interests, and now that surveillance technology is spreading rapidly, a new generation has revived this question. Angie Pepper, a philosopher at the University of Roehampton, in the United Kingdom, answers in the affirmative. She points to animal behaviors that strongly suggest that some animals have privacy interests, including some that we are currently violating. She argues that coming to see these animals in a morally decent way may entail not seeing them at all.

There are some obvious ways that surveillance can harm animals. Animal-location data may be used for conservation purposes, but it can also be accessed by "cyberpoachers" or even the authorities. In 2014, an Australian government agency noticed that a GPS-tagged great white shark was swimming close to a beach and issued a kill order, even though the agency had no record of it ever approaching a swimmer. The order was withdrawn a week later, but had scientists never tagged the shark's dorsal fin, it likely wouldn't have been targeted by this precrime unit.

Just because surveillance might cause an animal harm doesn't mean that its privacy has been invaded. But disturbing its tranquility might qualify, according to Martin Kaehrle, a Ph.D. student at the University of Wisconsin at Madison who has written about this subject. Many of our fellow creatures do seem to prefer feeling that some tiny corner of the universe is uniquely theirs, if only for a moment. When animals are packed together and deprived of that feeling, total social breakdown can occur. Pepper points out that pigs on factory farms commit acts of violence that would otherwise be rare in their communities. Some bite their neighbor's tail without warning. Hens in similar situations will peck out one another's eyes. In a famous experiment, a colony of mice was forced to live in tight conditions just so scientists could see what would happen. The colony quickly descended into indiscriminate violence, stopped mating, and died out.

Since at least the mid-2000s, birding groups have been passionately debating how best to preserve an animal's tranquility, Kaehrle told me. He has spent years screenshotting these discussions on social-media sites, wildlife forums, and listservs. People argue about how much space a birder should give to its target, and whether baiting them with food is appropriate. Several communities agreed to implement total bans on location sharing.

In decades past, a birder who spotted a rare bird might notify someone at their local Audubon Society, who might then mark it with a colored pushpin on a map, or add it to a weekly recorded hotline message. Today, sightings flow much more quickly through digital-birding platforms, Discords, WhatsApp groups, and X accounts. One such account in New York City has tens of thousands of followers. A few years ago, the account doxxed a snowy owl, and it quickly became encircled by admirers, plus at least one drone. Snowy owls live in the High Arctic for half the year. By the time one reaches as far as New York, it is tired and hungry. If these endangered birds have to take flight over and over in order to avoid the boldest members of a human crowd, they can weaken further and even fail to mate.

Not all philosophers are willing to count these disturbances of an animal's serene environment or personal space as an invasion of privacy. Some would argue that there are plenty of other reasons to think that harassing an animal is wrong. But a more straightforward case can be made in instances involving a more intimate kind of exposure. Humans are familiar with these scenarios, because we live in a complex social world, and we navigate it by presenting ourselves differently in different situations. You have a version of yourself who is the thinker of your innermost thoughts, the dancer before your bedroom mirror--but you likely present other versions in your interactions with your partner, kids, close family members, dear friends, doctors, and bosses. That's why people don't want their deepest secrets spilled onto the internet: Our ability to switch between selves would be seriously impaired. We would be forced into intimacy with everyone.

Many other animals also present different selves to different members of their communities. Kristin Andrews, a philosopher at York University, told me about gelada monkeys, which live in units consisting of one dominant male and about a dozen females. Gelada social norms dictate that the dominant male has sexual access to all of the females; a few follower males may be in the group but have no such access. When females mate with the dominant male, they do it out in the open and emit loud mating cries. It is a public act. But sometimes, for reasons that are her own, a female will transgress the community's norms: She will seek to mate with another male, but not in public. The two will likely go for it when the dominant male is away, and they will emit much quieter mating cries.

Animal self-switching can also be detected in their communications. Some of their utterances are just indiscriminate broadcasts, but certain species use quiet tones to target a limited set of listeners, or even an individual. When humans communicate in this way, we reflexively describe it as private. Yet this has not stopped researchers from placing bioacoustic sensors in all kinds of wild habitats--and not only microphones: Seismic arrays of the sort that originally listened for nuclear tests have recently been used to detect the infrasonic rumbling of elephants. Teams of researchers are trying to use AI to decipher these rumbles.

Eavesdropping on elephants may not be technically possible, in the end. Either way, people probably won't get too worked up about it, unless researchers use the information that they glean from an elephant wiretap to hurt the animals. But there is a class of animals whose privacy concerns are already acute: those that we keep in zoos or our homes. These animals are monitored by humans in ways that they likely would not choose. In zoos, many primates clearly prefer enclosures that give them the ability to retreat out of view. Not all of them get to make that choice. Neither do some of our most beloved pets.

"Dogs are given almost no privacy," Horowitz told me. "I don't know if they yearn for it, but in a typical home, they are expected to always be available. We even decide where they sleep." Dogs don't have a lot of opportunities for self-determination, Pepper told me when I asked her about pet privacy. "They always have to be accessible, not just in terms of sight but also touch." Hearing this gave me a little jolt of shame. My Forrest is affectionate, but he is not a constant cuddler, like some of my previous dogs were. I probably force more hugs on him than I should.

We are not great respecters of boundaries, human beings. Dogs may not have known this about us when they first edged up to our campfires, more than 10,000 years ago. They could not have anticipated the degree to which we would dictate the most intimate parts of their lives, up to and including their sexual partners. Even after these dramatic interventions, which we have used to cultivate in dogs a preference for captivity, we still have to exercise a lot of coercion in order to get them to play along. We have to remove them from their mother while they are still young. We have to keep them behind locked doors and gates, and on leashes.

"It's not obvious to me that the natural end point for dogs is this thick relationship where we dictate all aspects of their life," Pepper said. "There are free-living dogs that have much thinner relationships with humans. They might stop by to get something to eat or to find somewhere to sleep, but they aren't under this constant human control. Even the dogs that we have thoroughly socialized to live with us prefer varying levels of intimacy. Not all of them want to be with us all the time. They might seem like it when we come home at night, but in some cases, that's because they didn't have much company during the daytime."

We can't say what dogs' preferences might be under different circumstances. But we do know that they have not chosen all of the intimacies that we impose upon them. They don't get to decide the amount of distance that exists between them and us. They are expected to come right away when called. Rarely are they allowed to refuse our physical attention. There are moments when they may prefer to be untouched or unseen. Even when we are out of town, many of us watch them on cameras. We do all of these things because we love them, but this love is one that we thoroughly control. To them, at times, it may feel like something else.
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A Massive Vaccine Experiment

In just seven months, Robert F. Kennedy Jr. has undone decades of vaccine synchrony.

by Katherine J. Wu




Two and a half years ago, Ashish Jha was the White House's COVID-19 response coordinator, a job that meant getting as much of the country as possible on board with the federal government's approach to public health. For much of this summer, he's been doing the opposite of that.



As Robert F. Kennedy Jr., the secretary of the Department of Health and Human Services, dismantles nearly every core component of the country's vaccine infrastructure--defunding vaccine research, restricting access to shots, spreading mistruths about immunizations, purging experts who might threaten his anti-vaccine agenda--"I'm spending all my energy trying to help states come up with how they're gonna manage this situation," Jha told me. He, like many others in public health, wants Kennedy removed, and for the government to push back against HHS's new direction. The best way to achieve that, he said, "is for states to do a sharp break with ACIP and CDC, and basically declare CDC defunct." In June, Kennedy dismissed the entire roster of ACIP--the CDC's Advisory Committee on Immunization Practices, which for decades has used scientific evidence to guide the agency's nationwide vaccine recommendations--and has since been restocking the panel with anti-vaccine researchers who lack relevant expertise. The CDC "no longer has any credibility as a public-health entity," Jha said. "States have to do it themselves."



And some states are. This week, Washington, Oregon, and California announced that they would form a coalition to issue their own vaccine recommendations. Hawaii joined soon after. Several states in the Northeast might do the same. Several professional medical societies, including the American Academy of Pediatrics and the American College of Obstetrics and Gynecology, have revolted against the government, and last month published immunization guidelines that diverge from the current CDC's. These secessions--each driven by a loss of faith in the scientific soundness of the CDC's recommendations--seem designed to destroy the agency's credibility. "I've told folks, 'In the not too distant future, you won't be able to believe anything that's on the CDC's website regarding vaccines,'" Nirav D. Shah, who served as the CDC's principal deputy director until February, told me.



Kennedy's recent actions may just be the opening salvo. "We're on the threshold of an even more transformative period," Jason Schwartz, a vaccine-policy expert at Yale, told me. Kennedy has promised that, with a report assembled in a few short months, HHS will soon end the years-long debate on the drivers of autism--which Kennedy has repeatedly and baselessly linked to vaccines, despite decades of evidence debunking that claim. Kennedy is also reportedly eager to yank mRNA COVID vaccines off the market--which would remove any option to immunize children under 12, including highly medically vulnerable ones, against the coronavirus. Later this month, his handpicked ACIP could vote to restrict several more immunizations, including ones that protect babies against hepatitis B, measles, mumps, rubella, chicken pox, and RSV. (Kennedy has maintained that people who want COVID vaccines will be able to get them. When reached for comment, Emily Hilliard, HHS's press secretary, wrote that "ACIP remains the scientific body guiding immunization recommendations in this country, and HHS will ensure policy is based on rigorous evidence and Gold Standard Science, not the failed politics of the pandemic.")



"We're watching a massive experiment unfold," Bruce Gellin, who directed the National Vaccine Program Office from 2002 to 2017, told me. A united front is one of the best defenses against infectious disease: The science supporting vaccination holds true everywhere, and pathogens don't respect state borders. "It doesn't make any rational sense for a kid in Pennsylvania to get a different vaccine recommendation than a kid in Ohio," Jha said. But a version of that is what the country is about to try. The federal government has functionally abdicated its role in keeping Americans safe from dangerous illness. In the vacuum it has left, states will chart their own paths, almost certainly in diverging directions. Florida this week announced that it would abandon vaccine mandates entirely. The country's defensive shields against disease are shattering, in ways that could take decades, even generations, to mend.






 
 In the U.S., the job of deciding which vaccines people must get has largely fallen to the states. But for decades--essentially since the 1960s, with the inception of ACIP--states have mostly chosen to hew to what the CDC says about how and when people should immunize. And in the 1990s, the nation's medical experts, realizing the costs of divergent advice, aligned their recommendations with the CDC's too.



After a major measles resurgence began in 1989, scientists moved to add a second dose of the MMR vaccine to bolster protection--but the American Academy of Pediatrics and the CDC's vaccine-advisory panel disagreed on the optimal time to administer it. "It caused a lot of confusion," Walter Orenstein, who directed the country's National Immunization Program from 1993 to 2004, told me, as providers felt torn between following their professional society and the government. And so "every major medical organization came together to issue a single immunization schedule"--one that would harmonize with ACIP's. Although states still make independent decisions about how to require shots in schools, the nation has long stood behind one grand, unifying theory of how its people should approach infectious disease.



That synchronization was premised on an agreement that scientific evidence, above all else, would guide vaccine recommendations. That same premise is now pushing professional societies and states to diverge from the CDC's guidance. This week, the governors leading the West Coast contingent of defections issued a joint statement saying the CDC had "become a political tool that increasingly peddles ideology instead of science." In a statement outlining its own vaccine recommendations, the AAP specifically called out Kennedy's flagrant disregard for expertise, noting that AAP leaders would, in contrast to the CDC, "continue to provide recommendations for immunizations that are rooted in science."



When I asked HHS about states' recent departures from precedent, Andrew Nixon, the department's director of communications, answered only about "blue states," criticizing them for pushing "unscientific school lockdowns, toddler mask mandates, and draconian vaccine passports during the COVID era." But HHS has also signaled its support for states that align with Kennedy's push for less vaccination. Last month, the department sided with West Virginia's governor in a fight with its board of education by urging the state to allow religious exemptions for school vaccine requirements; this week, HHS doubled down on that position, issuing guidance that states participating in the federal Vaccines for Children Program, which offers vaccines to kids whose families can't otherwise afford them, "must respect state religious and conscience exemptions from vaccine mandates."



Kennedy seems to believe that the evidence is on his side. At a congressional hearing yesterday, he repeated his past claims that mRNA vaccines are dangerous and deadly, despite overwhelming evidence showing that the shots have saved millions of lives and come with only rare risks. And he is surrounding himself with people who won't argue otherwise. In the past seven months, he and his allies have ousted several top health officials whose read of the evidence hasn't aligned with his--most recently, Susan Monarez, who directed the CDC until last week, when Kennedy and Trump fired her after she reportedly refused to preemptively rubber-stamp recommendations from the secretary's bespoke ACIP. (Kennedy, in this week's hearing, described this recounting of events as a lie.) And they have installed into positions of power at HHS several researchers--many of them lacking vaccine or infectious-disease backgrounds--with fringe vaccine views.



The government's scientific advisers, too, are now ideological allies rather than independent experts. ACIP, which as recently as June was filled with 17 scientists whose backgrounds spanned vaccinology, pediatrics, infectious disease, public health, and more, now includes individuals who have advocated for pulling mRNA shots from the market, denounced COVID vaccines at an anti-mandate rally, and publicly argued that their child was injured by the MMR vaccine. Within scientific branches of government, the currency of checks and balances has always been data; Kennedy and his allies have forcibly dismantled those guardrails. "They've replaced everybody who could push back on the administration," Fiona Havers, a former CDC official who quit the agency in June in protest of Kennedy's anti-vaccine actions, told me. The true power of the federal government's various health agencies, several federal health officials told me, rests with the scientific expertise of its people. But as of this year, expertise is no longer the hallmark of HHS.







Kennedy has done more than simply meddle with recommendations. Over the past century or so, the federal government has thrown its weight behind every major part of the country's vaccination pipeline: funding vaccine research, scrutinizing and regulating shots, advising the public on how to use them, and helping monitor vaccine safety and performance. Kennedy has introduced a clog into just about every part of this system. The infrastructure that offers Americans routine protection against up to 18 different infectious diseases "took decades to build," Havers said. "Kennedy has managed to destroy it in a very quick amount of time."



Many of those changes are reversible, in theory. Personnel can be rehired; ACIP members' term limits will run out; new leaders can rewrite policies. Those people and policies, though, will not be effective if the public overall has become less inclined to listen to them. Governors, physicians, and public-health experts are arguing for a calculated rift with the federal government because it's necessary to meet the political moment, Jha told me: Restoring the CDC's integrity requires first persuading the public to discount it. Eventually, these experts acknowledge, if they regain control of the federal health apparatus, they'll have to ask the public to trust in those same agencies again. In the interim, they are hoping most Americans will keep looking to scientific and medical experts as a source of constancy--even as they embroil themselves in a fight with the nation's leaders.



That gamble might not pay off. When experts moved to harmonize the country's vaccine schedules in the 1990s, the recent outbreak had laid out the stakes and benefits of synchronization clearly. "It wound up being easy," Orenstein told me. The differences between the AAP's recommendations and the government's "were fairly minor" too. This time, though, the schisms between the CDC and the states and professional societies go far beyond the timing of an additional dose of vaccine. They're about whether scientific evidence should guide the country's approach to immunity--and, ultimately, how much say the federal government has in how Americans protect themselves.
 
 The likeliest catalyst for a quick realignment would be a severe uptick in disease--local epidemics, another pandemic. Even then, many of the experts I spoke with fear, the country's vaccine infrastructure, having been razed, could not easily contain those outbreaks, and the U.S. would struggle to rebuild its health agencies to their former strength. "The more of the system is destroyed, the longer it will take to rebuild," Gellin told me. And the more lives will be needlessly lost in the meantime.



Already, states and health-care providers are having to fight to preserve access to vaccines. Recommendations for immunization may be relatively straightforward to adjust state by state. But if the FDA alters the licensure of certain vaccines--or strips it away entirely--the shots might simply not be available, even in parts of the country where people are told to get them. The FDA has already limited approval for COVID vaccines enough that the current AAP recommendations for the shots won't be easy to follow this fall, for instance. Some state laws also prevent pharmacists from administering vaccines that haven't been recommended by ACIP--a snarl that's prompted pharmacies to limit access to COVID vaccines in more than a dozen states. Insurers, too, have traditionally followed CDC recommendations when choosing what vaccines to cover. States have some leeway to change these dynamics: This week, Massachusetts became the first state in the country to require its insurance carriers to cover vaccines recommended by its Department of Public Health "and not rely solely on CDC recommendations." Today, New York's governor signed an executive order to allow pharmacists to prescribe and administer COVID-19 vaccines, even without ACIP's okay. Still, the federal government's vaccine safety net is impossible to replace. More than half of American kids are eligible for the federal $8 billion Vaccines for Children Program, which relies entirely on the guidance of ACIP to decide which immunizations to cover.



Kennedy, meanwhile, is finding other ways to crater the availability of shots. He has already canceled funding to vaccine makers, including Moderna--but policy changes, too, could deter companies from manufacturing more shots or developing new ones. The secretary also recently announced his intention to remodel the Vaccine Injury Compensation Program, put into place in the 1980s to limit pharmaceutical companies' exposure to lawsuits over vaccines' health effects--and, by extension, to protect the stability of the nation's vaccine supply. Some experts worry that Kennedy could make it easier for claims to be paid out, potentially, in part, by pushing to add autism to the list of compensable health issues--an anti-vaccine concession that could rapidly overwhelm the system, and leave manufacturers more vulnerable to liability, Gellin told me. Vaccines have never been a terribly lucrative product for pharmaceutical companies; under financial and political pressure, their market could quickly collapse. "Even in good times there's fragility in this complex system," Anne Schuchat, who served as the principal deputy director of the CDC until 2021, told me.



The consequences of the current fracturing may not be apparent right away. Immunity takes time to erode. "If we stop vaccinating today, we would not have outbreaks tomorrow," Orenstein said. When the fallout lands, Kennedy could be long out of the government, and limiting the damage he's done will be someone else's problem.
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Seven Sunday Reads

Explore stories on Trump's private cellphone, the job-market competition between AI and college grads, 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.

Read about the surprising cells you carry from your relatives, why getting up early might be the best life hack, what happens when your kid's best friend is a problem, and more.



The Most Mysterious Cells in Our Bodies Don't Belong to Us

You carry literal pieces of your mom--and maybe your grandma, and your siblings, and your aunts and uncles. (From 2024)


By Katherine J. Wu

Something Alarming Is Happening to the Job Market

A new sign that AI is competing with college grads


By Derek Thompson

The Secret History of Trump's Private Cellphone

"Who's calling?" the president asks as he answers call after call from numbers he doesn't know.


By Ashley Parker and Michael Scherer

The Talented Mr. Vance

J. D. Vance could have brought the country's conflicting strands together. Instead, he took a divisive path to the peak of power.


By George Packer

Why an Early Start Is the "Quintessence of Life"

Not sleeping late could be the best resolution you ever keep.


By Arthur C. Brooks

When Your Kid's Best Friend Is a Great Big Problem

A natural impulse is to forbid contact--but that's likely to backfire.


By Russell Shaw

Is This the Worst-Ever Era of American Pop Culture?

An emerging critical consensus argues that we've entered a cultural dark age. I'm not so sure.


By Spencer Kornhaber



The Week Ahead

 	Shot Ready, a book by the four-time NBA champion Stephen Curry on his philosophy of success (out Tuesday)
 	Downton Abbey: The Grand Finale, the third film and conclusion of the Downton Abbey saga (out Friday in theaters)
 	Play, an album by Ed Sheeran (out Friday)
 




Essay


Photo-illustration by Elizabeth Renstrom



How Did Taylor Swift Convince the World That She's Relatable?

By Spencer Kornhaber

A great way to ruin a party is to put on a Taylor Swift playlist. The Swift fans in the crowd will stop what they're doing to sing along, but pretty soon the non-Swifties will start to complain--about the breathy and effortful singing, or some fussily worded lyrics, or the general vibe of lovelorn sentimentality cut with dorky humor ("This. Sick. Beat!"). You'll soon find yourself hosting another round in the endless debate about whether Taylor Swift is a visionary artist or merely a slick product of marketing. Both camps will be reacting to the defining feature of Swift's music: There's just so much of her in it.


Read the full article.



More in Culture

	Dear James: I'm stuck caring for a husband I no longer love.
 	The Big Lebowski friendship test
 	Lauren Grodstein: "What I learned from the Georgia protests"
 	What's the point of a high-school reunion?
 	How a tradition forged in slavery persists today




Catch Up on The Atlantic

	David Frum on how Trump gets his way
 	RFK Jr.'s victory lap
 	Yair Rosenberg: The MAGA influencers rehabilitating Hitler




Photo Album


Delphine Anderson bids farewell to her 6-year-old son on the first day of school in Australia on February 1, 1989. (Jack Vincent Picone / Fairfax Media / Getty)



Students, parents, and teachers greet the new school year, in images from recent years and from the archives.



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 World No Longer Takes Trump Seriously

At parades and in the halls of global power, America has been sidelined.

by Tom Nichols




The leaders of Russia, China, and North Korea are not good men. They preside over brutal autocracies replete with secret police and prison camps. But they are, nevertheless, serious men, and they know an unserious man when they see one. For nearly a decade, they have taken Donald Trump's measure, and they have clearly reached a conclusion: The president of the United States is not worthy of their respect.

Wednesday's military parade in Beijing is the most recent evidence that the world's authoritarians consider Trump a lightweight. Russian President Vladimir Putin, Chinese President Xi Jinping, and North Korea's maximum nepo baby, Kim Jong Un, gathered to celebrate the 80th anniversary of Japan's surrender in World War II. (Putin's Belarusian satrap, Alexander Lukashenko, was also on hand.) The American president was not invited: After all, what role did the United States play in defeating Japan and liberating Eurasia? Instead, Trump, much like America itself, was left to watch from the sidelines.

But the parade was worse than a mere snub. Putin, Xi, and Kim stood in solidarity while reviewing China's military might only weeks after Putin came to Alaska and refused Trump's pleas to end Russia's war against Ukraine. The White House tried to spin that ill-advised summit into at least a draw between Putin and Trump, but when the Kremlin's dictator shows up with no interest in negotiation, speaks first at a press conference, and then caps the day by declining a carefully planned lunch and flying home, that's a humiliation, not an exchange of views.

Nor has Trump fared very well with the other two members of this cheery 21st-century incarnation of SPECTRE. In the midst of Trumpian chaos, Xi is adroitly positioning China as the new face of international stability and responsibility. He has even made a show of offering partnership to China's rival and former enemy India: Chinese diplomats last month said that China stands with India against the American "bully" when Trump was, for some reason, trying to impose 50 percent tariffs on India.

Tom Nichols: Who's running American defense policy?

Likewise, the North Koreans, after playing to Trump's ego and his ignorance of international affairs during meetings in the president's first term, have continued their march to a nuclear arsenal that within years could grow to be larger than the United Kingdom's. Trump was certain that he could negotiate with Kim, but the perfumed days of "love letters" between Trump and Kim are long over. Pyongyang's leadership seems to know that it costs them little to humor Trump politely, but that they should reserve serious discussion for the leaders of serious countries.

Trump responded to his exclusion from the gala in Beijing by acting exactly like the third-tier leader that Xi, Putin, and Kim seem to think he is. As the event was taking place, Trump took to his social-media site--of course--to express his hurt feelings with a cringe-inducing attempt at a zinger. "May President Xi and the wonderful people of China have a great and lasting day of celebration. Please give my warmest regards to Vladimir Putin, and Kim Jong Un, as you conspire against The United States of America."

Now, the reality is that Russia, China, and North Korea are conspiring against America, but it is beneath both the dignity and the power of an American president to whine about it. Trump continued his unseemly carping with a demand that China recognize the valor of the Americans who died in the Pacific:

The big question to be answered is whether or not President Xi of China will mention the massive amount of support and 'blood' that The United States of America gave to China in order to help it to secure its FREEDOM from a very unfriendly foreign invader. Many Americans died in China's quest for Victory and Glory. I hope that they are rightfully Honored and Remembered for their Bravery and Sacrifice!


This message does not exactly project confidence and leadership; instead, it sounds like the grousing of a man beset by insecurities. A more self-assured commander in chief would have ignored the parade and, if asked about it, would have said something to the effect that the United States has always respected the sacrifices of our allies in World War II. But not Trump: He petulantly declared that he would not have attended even if the cool kids had invited him.

Authoritarians are unfortunately in good company in treating Trump as an incompetent leader. Even America's allies have recognized that Trump may be their formal partner, but that they mostly get things done with the American president by soothing his ego and working around him. After Trump emerged from the summit in Anchorage essentially parroting Putin's talking points, seven top European leaders rushed to Washington to tell Trump that he had done well and that they truly, really respected him, but that perhaps he should hold off on being a co-signer of Kremlin policy.

Jonathan Lemire: How Putin humiliated Trump

Trump's damage to American power and prestige would be less severe if the president had a foreign policy and a team to execute it. He has neither: Trump ran for president mostly for personal reasons, including to stay out of prison, and his foreign policy, such as it is, is merely an extension of his personal interests. He holds summits, issues social-media pronouncements, and engages in photo ops mostly, it seems, either to burnish his claim to a Nobel Prize or to change the news cycle when issues such as the economy (or the Jeffrey Epstein files) get too much traction.

Worse, Trump is no longer surrounded by people who care about foreign affairs or can competently step in and create consistent policy. In his first term, Trump had a secretary of defense, James Mattis, who helped to create a national-defense strategy, a document that Trump might have ignored but was at least promulgated to a national-security establishment that needed direction from someone, somewhere. Now, at the Pentagon, Trump has Pete Hegseth, who shows little apparent inclination or ability to think about complexities.

Secretary of State Marco Rubio was supposed to be one of the new "adults in the room," but he has instead become a man in a Velcro suit, with the president sticking jobs and responsibilities onto him without any further guidance. He has been reduced to sitting glumly in White House press sprays with foreign leaders while Trump embarrasses himself and his guests. Meanwhile, the director of national intelligence, Tulsi Gabbard, is spending her time trying to root out the spies she thinks hate the president. Unfortunately, the agents she's hunting are Americans, which must bring a smile to Xi's face and perhaps even produce a belly laugh from former KGB officer Putin.

America is adrift. It has no coherent foreign policy, no team of senior professionals managing its national defense and diplomacy, and a president who has little interest in the world beyond what it can offer him. Little wonder that the men who gathered in Beijing--three autocrats whose nations are collectively pointing many hundreds of nuclear weapons at the United States--feel free to act as if they don't even think twice about Trump or the country he leads.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2025/09/trump-parade-china-putin-xi-kim/684113/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Just How Bad Would an AI Bubble Be?

The entire U.S. economy is being propped up by the promise of productivity gains that seem very far from materializing.

by Roge Karma




If there is any field in which the rise of AI is already said to be rendering humans obsolete--in which the dawn of superintelligence is already upon us--it is coding. This makes the results of a recent study genuinely astonishing.

In the study, published in July, the think tank Model Evaluation & Threat Research randomly assigned a group of experienced software developers to perform coding tasks with or without AI tools. It was the most rigorous test to date of how AI would perform in the real world. Because coding is one of the skills that existing models have largely mastered, just about everyone involved expected AI to generate huge productivity gains. In a pre-experiment survey of experts, the mean prediction was that AI would speed developers' work by nearly 40 percent. Afterward, the study participants estimated that AI had made them 20 percent faster.

But when the METR team looked at the employees' actual work output, they found that the developers had completed tasks 20 percent slower when using AI than when working without it. The researchers were stunned. "No one expected that outcome," Nate Rush, one of the authors of the study, told me. "We didn't even really consider a slowdown as a possibility."

No individual experiment should be treated as the final word. But the METR study is, according to many AI experts, the best we have--and it helps make sense of an otherwise paradoxical moment for AI. On the one hand, the United States is undergoing an extraordinary, AI-fueled economic boom: The stock market is soaring thanks to the frothy valuations of AI-associated tech giants, and the real economy is being propelled by hundreds of billions of dollars of spending on data centers and other AI infrastructure. Undergirding all of the investment is the belief that AI will make workers dramatically more productive, which will in turn boost corporate profits to unimaginable levels.

On the other hand, evidence is piling up that AI is failing to deliver in the real world. The tech giants pouring the most money into AI are nowhere close to recouping their investments. Research suggests that the companies trying to incorporate AI have seen virtually no impact on their bottom line. And economists looking for evidence of AI-replaced job displacement have mostly come up empty.

None of that means that AI can't eventually be every bit as transformative as its biggest boosters claim it will be. But eventually could turn out to be a long time. This raises the possibility that we're currently experiencing an AI bubble, in which investor excitement has gotten too far ahead of the technology's near-term productivity benefits. If that bubble bursts, it could put the dot-com crash to shame--and the tech giants and their Silicon Valley backers won't be the only ones who suffer.

Almost everyone agrees that coding is the most impressive use case for current AI technology. Before its most recent study, METR was best known for a March analysis showing that the most advanced systems could handle coding tasks that take a typical human developer nearly an hour to finish. So how could AI have made the developers in its experiment less productive?

The answer has to do with the "capability-reliability gap." Although AI systems have learned to perform an impressive set of tasks, they struggle to complete those tasks with the consistency and accuracy demanded in real-world settings. The results of the March METR study, for example, were based on a "50 percent success rate," meaning the AI system could reliably complete the task only half the time--making it essentially useless on its own. This gap makes using AI in a work context challenging. Even the most advanced systems make small mistakes or slightly misunderstand directions, requiring a human to carefully review their work and make changes where needed.

This appears to be what happened during the newer study. Developers ended up spending a lot of time checking and redoing the code that AI systems had produced--often more time than it would have taken to simply write it themselves. One participant later described the process  as the "digital equivalent of shoulder-surfing an overconfident junior developer."

Since the experiment was conducted, AI coding tools have gotten more reliable. And the study focused on expert developers, whereas the biggest productivity gains could come from enhancing--or replacing--the capabilities of less experienced workers. But the METR study might just as easily be overestimating AI-related productivity benefits. Many knowledge-work tasks are harder to automate than coding, which benefits from huge amounts of training data and clear definitions of success. "Programming is something that AI systems tend to do extremely well," Tim Fist, the director of Emerging Technology Policy at the Institute for Progress, told me. "So if it turns out they aren't even making developers more productive, that could really change the picture of how AI might impact economic growth in general."

Read: Tesla wants out of the car business

The capability-reliability gap might explain why generative AI has so far failed to deliver tangible results for businesses that use it. When researchers at MIT recently tracked the results of 300 publicly disclosed AI initiatives, they found that 95 percent of projects failed to deliver any boost to profits. A March report from McKinsey & Company found that 71 percent of  companies reported using generative AI, and more than 80 percent of them reported that the technology had no "tangible impact" on earnings. In light of these trends, Gartner, a tech-consulting firm, recently declared that AI has entered the "trough of disillusionment" phase of technological development.

Perhaps AI advancement is experiencing only a temporary blip. According to Erik Brynjolfsson, an economist at Stanford University, every new technology experiences a "productivity J-curve": At first, businesses struggle to deploy it, causing productivity to fall. Eventually, however, they learn to integrate it, and productivity soars. The canonical example is electricity, which became available in the 1880s but didn't begin to generate big productivity gains for firms until Henry Ford reimagined factory production in the 1910s. Some experts believe that this process will play out much faster for AI. "With AI, we're in the early, negative part of the J-curve," Brynjolfsson told me. "But by the second half of the 2020s, it's really going to take off." Anthropic CEO Dario Amodei has predicted that by 2027, or "not much longer than that," AI will be "better than humans at almost everything."

These forecasts assume that AI will continue to improve as fast as it has over the past few years. This is not a given. Newer models have been marred by delays and cancellations, and those released this year have generally shown fewer big improvements than past models despite being far more expensive to develop. In a March survey, the Association for the Advancement of Artificial Intelligence asked 475 AI researchers whether current approaches to AI development could produce a system that matches or surpasses human intelligence; more than three-fourths said that it was "unlikely" or "very unlikely."

OpenAI's latest model, GPT-5, was released early last month after nearly three years of work and billions in spending. (The Atlantic entered into a corporate partnership with OpenAI in 2024.) Before the launch, CEO Sam Altman declared that using it would be the equivalent of having "a legitimate Ph.D.-level expert in anything" at your fingertips. In a few areas, including coding, GPT-5 was indeed a major step up. But by most rigorous measures of AI performance, GPT-5 turned out to be, at best, a modest improvement over previous models.

The dominant view within the industry is that it is only a matter of time before companies find the next way to supercharge AI progress. That could turn out to be true, but it is far from guaranteed.

Generative AI would not be the first tech fad to experience a wave of excessive hype. What makes the current situation distinctive is that AI appears to be propping up something like the entire U.S. economy. More than half of the growth of the S&P 500 since 2023 has come from just seven companies: Alphabet, Amazon, Apple, Meta, Microsoft, Nvidia, and Tesla. These firms, collectively known as the Magnificent Seven, are seen as especially well positioned to prosper from the AI revolution.

That prosperity has largely yet to materialize anywhere other than their share prices. (The exception is Nvidia, which provides the crucial inputs--advanced chips--that the rest of the Magnificent Seven are buying.) As The Wall Street Journal reports, Alphabet, Amazon, Meta, and Microsoft have seen their free cash flow decline by 30 percent over the past two years. By one estimate, Meta, Amazon, Microsoft, Google, and Tesla will by the end of this year have collectively spent $560 billion on AI-related capital expenditures since the beginning of 2024 and have brought in just $35 billion in AI-related revenue. OpenAI and Anthropic are bringing in lots of revenue and are growing fast, but they are still nowhere near profitable. Their valuations--roughly $300 billion and $183 billion, respectively, and rising--are many multiples higher than their current revenues. (OpenAI projects about $13 billion in revenues this year; Anthropic, $2 billion to $4 billion.) Investors are betting heavily on the prospect that all of this spending will soon generate record-breaking profits. If that belief collapses, however, investors might start to sell en masse, causing the market to experience a large and painful correction.

During the internet revolution of the 1990s, investors poured their money into basically every company with a ".com" in its name, based on the belief that the internet was about to revolutionize business. By 2000, however, it had become clear that companies were burning through cash with little to show for it, and investors responded by dumping the most overpriced tech stocks. From March 2000 to October 2002, the S&P 500 fell by nearly 50 percent. Eventually, the internet did indeed transform the economy and lead to some of the most profitable companies in human history. But that didn't prevent a whole lot of investors from losing their shirts.

The dot-com crash was bad, but it did not trigger a crisis. An AI-bubble crash could be different. AI-related investments have already surpassed the level that telecom hit at the peak of the dot-com boom as a share of the economy. In the first half of this year, business spending on AI added more to GDP growth than all consumer spending combined. Many experts believe that a major reason the U.S. economy has been able to weather tariffs and mass deportations without a recession is because all of this AI spending is acting, in the words of one economist, as a "massive private sector stimulus program." An AI crash could lead broadly to less spending, fewer jobs, and slower growth, potentially dragging the economy into a recession. The economist Noah Smith argues that it could even lead to a financial crisis if the unregulated "private credit" loans funding much of the industry's expansion all go bust at once.

Roge Karma: Does the stock market know something we don't?

If we do turn out to be in an AI bubble, the silver lining would be that fears of sudden AI-driven job displacement are overblown. In a recent analysis, the economists Sarah Eckhardt and Nathan Goldschlag used five different measurements of AI exposure to estimate how the new technology might be affecting a range of labor-market indicators and found virtually no effect on any of them. For example, they note that the unemployment rate for the workers least exposed to AI, such as construction workers and fitness trainers, has risen three times faster than the rate for the workers most exposed to it, such as telemarketers and software developers. Most other studies, though not all, have come to similar conclusions.

But there's also a weirder, in-between possibility. Even if AI tools don't increase productivity, the hype surrounding them could push businesses to keep expanding their use anyway. "I hear the same story over and over again from companies," Daron Acemoglu, an economist at MIT, told me. "Mid-to-high-level managers are being told by their bosses that they need to use AI for X percent of their job to satisfy the board." These companies might even lay off workers or slow their hiring because they are convinced--like the software developers from the METR study--that AI has made them more productive, even when it hasn't. The result would be an increase in unemployment that isn't offset by actual gains in productivity.

As unlikely as this scenario sounds, a version of it happened in the not-so-distant past. In his 2021 book, A World Without Email, the computer scientist Cal Newport points out that beginning in the 1980s, tools such as computers, email, and online calendars allowed knowledge workers to handle their own communications and schedule their own meetings. In turn, many companies decided to lay off their secretaries and typists. In a perverse result, higher-skilled employees started spending so much of their time sending emails, writing up meeting notes, and scheduling meetings that they became far less productive at their actual job, forcing the companies to hire more of them to do the same amount of work. A later study of 20 Fortune 500 companies found that those with computer-driven "staffing imbalances" were spending 15 percent more on salary than they needed to. "Email was one of those technologies that made us feel more productive but actually did the opposite," Newport told me. "I worry we may be headed down the same path with AI."

Then again, if the alternative is a stock-market crash that precipitates a recession or a financial crisis, that scenario might not be so bad.
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Trump's Crypto Dealings Now Have the Perfect Cover

In recent weeks, the family has dressed up its business dealings in the veneer of legitimacy.

by Will Gottsegen




The Trumps have never been known for their subtlety: They like to do things fast, big, and loud. This is especially so in the context of cryptocurrency, a noisy and chaotic industry by nature. Remember our president's collection of NFTs? Among the depictions on these digital trading cards is a portrait of Donald Trump in an Iron Man-inspired suit, accompanied by the caption "SUPERTRUMP." Or how about the $TRUMP meme coin and accompanying gamified gala dinner for its biggest investors?



It has been easy, in part because of the bluster of the Trumps' approach to promotion, to discount the family's dalliances in crypto as a cash grab: The meme coin--which has no function except to facilitate gambling--almost immediately made Trump a crypto billionaire. But recently, the family has taken a decidedly different tack--less Trumpian bombast, and more sober promotion of its crypto businesses. On Wednesday, Eric Trump joined CNBC after American Bitcoin, the crypto-mining company he co-founded, went public and began trading on the Nasdaq stock exchange. For the most part, he sounded like any other C-suite exec talking up their company after an IPO: "Watching what the stock is doing right now is just--it's beautiful and incredibly rewarding."

The public debut of American Bitcoin is just one way that the Trump family's crypto play has been dressed up over the past two weeks. The crypto firm Trump and his sons co-founded, World Liberty Financial, has aggressively expanded; the media company behind Truth Social has hoovered up millions in even more crypto; and that same company created a new crypto treasury to hold the stockpile. This blitz has proven to be enormously consequential (and enormously lucrative) for the maturing Trump crypto empire. Each of these moves has a veneer of legitimacy that the family's earlier crypto dealings lacked: They are much easier to defend than an Iron Man-inspired NFT, while doing just as much to enrich Trump and his sons.



The core of this maneuver is World Liberty Financial, which, despite counting Trump's three sons (including 19-year-old Barron) as founders, is by far the most legitimate-seeming operation in Trump's crypto universe. It is goofy--a "gold paper" issued by the company is plastered with a cartoon of Trump's face--but the company has attached itself to one of the most bulletproof parts of the crypto industry: stablecoins. These are cryptocurrencies pegged to the price of another asset, such as the U.S. dollar, and are typically backed by reserves. Think of them like digital cash. Thanks to a couple years of widespread adoption, stablecoins are now broadly accepted as the crypto industry's most robust innovation--one of the only true use cases in an industry that has long sought to prove it's more than just an avenue for speculation.



The company's stablecoin, USD1, launched back in March--but this week, the company moved to unlock a large tranche of what are known as "governance tokens." All governance tokens, in theory, can bring a level of accountability and democracy to a crypto project, conferring voting rights that can influence corporate-governance decisions--a little like how shareholders use voting stock to sway public companies. Except that in this case, the governance power conferred by the tokens seems mostly symbolic: World Liberty Financial's management team likely owns so much of the coin that it can veto the decisions. The Trumps alone hold nearly a quarter of the governance tokens that exist. The family netted as much as $5 billion in "paper wealth" once the tokens hit the market this week, according to The Wall Street Journal. The tokens, as of today, are likely the Trump family's most valuable asset, eclipsing all their golf courses and hotels.



It's a great example of the family's new crypto philosophy in action. World Liberty Finance certainly presents as a legitimate cryptocurrency business, but it is also, like the Trump meme coin, a way to put the Trump brand to work and potentially capitalize on the office of the presidency. In an emailed statement, White House Press Secretary Karoline Leavitt defended Trump's crypto dealings: "The media's continued attempts to fabricate conflicts of interest are irresponsible and reinforce the public's distrust in what they read. Neither the President nor his family have ever engaged, or will ever engage, in conflicts of interest."



Just in case the stablecoin operation wasn't enough to pass the legitimacy test, come Monday, Trump Media Group CRO Strategy, a new crypto company that exists mostly to buy lots of a single coin, will join American Bitcoin as a public company and be listed on Nasdaq. Tellingly, neither of these firms chose to go public through a traditional IPO, which involves all sorts of regulatory hurdles and public disclosures. By fast-tracking these stocks' public debuts, the Trumps are attempting to prove that these are real companies--legitimate assets backed by the fundamentals, rather than vaporware. Nasdaq, unlike some of the exchanges that listed the Trump meme coin, can be halted and controlled.



Few serious crypto investors could support Trump's meme coin with a straight face (Anthony Scaramucci famously called it "Idi Amin level corruption"), but today those same investors can point to American Bitcoin, or to World Liberty Financial's stablecoins, or to Trump Media Group CRO Strategy, and say, See? You can still buy the meme coin, or the Trump NFTs, or any of those other, more questionable, assets--but in the realer parts of their crypto empire, the Trumps have a perfect cover.
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The First Millennial Saint

Carlo Acutis can be seen as relatable--or deeply strange.

by Kate Cray




Visit the Church of Santa Maria Maggiore in the Italian town of Assisi, and you'll encounter the life-size cutout of a teen boy: the soon-to-be Saint Carlo Acutis. His real body, encased in wax, lies nearby in a brightly tiled coffin with a glass panel in the center. He's dressed as you might expect a kid his age would be, in jeans, a zip-up jacket, and Nikes. Stone panels behind the coffin depict scenes from his life with some symbolic flourishes. In one, the logos of Facebook, Google, and other internet companies float around him.

Acutis, who is scheduled to be canonized on September 7, is unusual among saints. Born in London in 1991 and raised in Italy, he grew up with the internet--playing video games, making websites--and died at age 15, of leukemia. He's the first prospective saint to be entombed in branded gear. He's also the first Millennial.

The Catholic Church has embraced Acutis's identity as an ordinary teen and internet user. "The digital world can expose you to the risk of self-absorption, isolation and empty pleasure," Pope Francis wrote in Christus Vivit, a 2019 letter to young Catholics. "But don't forget that there are young people even there who show creativity and even genius." He pointed to Acutis as one example. Pope Leo also called on Acutis's legacy in a homily at the Jubilee of Young People this summer. Vatican representatives and news outlets have described Acutis as "a computer genius," a "tech-savvy teen," and "a child of the Web and the digital age." As the rector of the shrine where Acutis's remains lie said in 2022, "His 'normality' attracts and is an example for many."

Yet there's another way to see Acutis. Sure, he played video games, but he limited himself to one hour a week--not exactly typical kid behavior. He used his computer skills not to hang out in chat rooms or make goofy websites but to help his local parish and the Vatican with web design. He was apparently so fascinated by Eucharistic miracles--stories about the bread that believers take at Communion transforming into human heart tissue or starting to bleed--that he created an in-person exhibit and accompanying website about them. A movie about his life  describes him as a "teenage mystic," a term that harkens back to figures such as Hildegard of Bingen, a 12th-century abbess known for her trancelike visions. According to his mother, even before his leukemia diagnosis Acutis said he knew he would die young. Timothy P. O'Malley, a theologian at the University of Notre Dame, said in a 2024 lecture, "Carlo was weird." And recognizing that, O'Malley suggested, is the key to "unlocking his holiness."

Read: 'Dumbed-down Catholicism was a disaster' 

To a certain extent, the tension in Acutis's story--"He's just like us!" but also, not like us--is part of any sainthood campaign. But the diverging understandings of Acutis also speak to an urgent question for the Church, about how to reconcile certain of the faith's teachings with advances in science and technology. Some of the faithful resolve this conflict by rejecting the faith's more otherworldly elements; most Catholics in the United States, for example, don't believe in transubstantiation, which asserts that Communion bread and wine become the body and blood of Christ. Meanwhile, many of the most devout believers continue to embrace rituals that can seem out of place in the modern world. Still others fall somewhere in between.

Acutis has inspired devotion from both of these corners of the faith--even when they seem to clash. He represents a Church at an uncertain juncture: a contemporary, technologically fluent teenager who was also deeply interested in stories about bread turning into flesh.



Compared with other recent saints, Acutis has had a singular level of posthumous fame. One Facebook group honoring him has more than 320,000 members. More than 1 million people are reported to have visited the shrine in person last year; even more have seen its livestream. In one TikTok video, a girl films herself crying as she visits his tomb. In another, she writes that Acutis "changed my life forever." A supposed lock of his hair sold online for 2,000 euros this year; the Catholic Church denounced the sale, but that hasn't stopped more unverified relics from popping up. A Chicago parish has been named after him.

Acutis is set to become a saint fewer than 20 years after his death, light speed for a Church that once mandated candidates wait five decades before their cases could be considered. Such velocity isn't unheard of, Carlo Nardella, a sociology professor at the University of Milan, told me--but the exceptions are generally prominent figures such as Mother Teresa and Pope John Paul II, not ordinary people like Acutis.

The success of the campaign to canonize Acutis seems to be the result of two forces: a concerted effort by his family--a wealthy and powerful one--to share his story, and the usefulness of his identity to the Church. After Acutis died, in 2006, his mother, Antonia Salzano, who works for a Vatican organization that promotes research on martyrs, devoted herself to giving talks and speaking with journalists about him and all the miracles she believed him responsible for. She also sent his exhibit on Eucharistic miracles to more than 500 parishes, the Catholic News Agency reporter Courtney Mares wrote in her book, Blessed Carlo Acutis: A Saint in Sneakers. By 2007, an official in Milan tasked with presenting cases for sainthood said Acutis was worth looking into. In 2011, a group of priests and loved ones formed an association to advocate for his cause, and by 2013, the inquiry into his life had officially begun.

Read: The misunderstood reason millions of Americans stopped going to church

Church leaders ultimately decide who becomes a saint. But campaigns for sainthood thrive on devotion from laypeople. A would-be saint needs to be proved responsible for two miracles, which happens only when enough people know about and pray to the candidate. A new population began to learn about Acutis when, in 2010, the Brazilian priest Marcelo Tenorio heard of him from his godson and spread his story around the country. Tenorio held services in his honor, mailed pamphlets to parishes, and befriended Salzano, who gave him a relic of Acutis's to exhibit. In 2013, a young boy with a malformed pancreas touched that relic at a church in Sao Sebastiao, Brazil, and prayed that he would stop vomiting. According to the boy's family, he was eating normally when he got home that day.

In 2020, after the Church recognized the miracle, Acutis was beatified. Last year, the Church recognized a second miracle for Acutis, when a Costa Rican university student who was studying in Italy and suffering from severe head trauma said she was healed unexpectedly after her mother visited Acutis's tomb. It was official: Acutis would become a saint.



Acutis's story is a convenient one for the Church right now. His canonization is happening at a time when the Catholic population in the U.S. is rapidly aging. Catholicism "needs young people who are a good example of how to be devout," Massimo Faggioli, a professor of historical theology at Villanova University, told me, "without being anti-modern, anti-society, anti-world." Acutis fits neatly in that niche.

The people I spoke with who work with young Catholics told me that seeing oneself in a saint can draw believers in. Katherine Dugan, a professor studying contemporary Catholicism at Springfield College, in Massachusetts, said that the highly religious students she has researched "love a saint that's married. They love talking about lay saints, saints that do normal things that they can relate to." Kathleen Sprows Cummings, an American studies and history professor at Notre Dame and the author of A Saint of Our Own, told me, "My students are fascinated by him." She continued, "They were talking about, like, 'He's wearing Nike sneakers.' They just thought this was just the greatest thing."

Any relatable characteristic could lure in the faithful, but, for the Church, the internet is a point of particular interest. The Vatican is certainly not against the online world; the Catholic Church was an early adopter of the internet, creating an official website in 1995. But some officials do seem wary of it. At a recent address to Catholic influencers, Pope Leo urged attendees to focus less on their follower count and more on their message. Heidi A. Campbell, a Texas A&M professor who studies technology and religion, told me, "The Catholic Church is very pro using this technology as long as it's affirming their values." Acutis's digital restraint seemed to achieve this balance: The official decree recognizing his heroic virtues--an early hurdle on the path to sainthood--cites his computer use as a model.

Read: The Catholics who have to worship somewhere else

Acutis's devotion to the Eucharist seems to be another helpful point. "He was an average, simple, spontaneous, likable young man," Cardinal Agostino Vallini said in a 2020 homily. He also highlighted Acutis's attendance at daily Mass and the time he spent in Eucharistic adoration. As an ordinary teenager who also revered Communion, Acutis offers Vatican officials a way to show how belief in the practice can coexist with contemporary life.

But not all Catholics are looking for ordinariness in their religious figures. Many devout young people in the U.S. tend to desire an "intentionally countercultural, more evangelistic Catholicism," Katherine Schmidt, a religious-studies professor at Molloy University, told me. Molly Worthen, a religious-history professor at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, said that around the world, plenty of believers have a "hunger for evidence of God's presence" that is not satisfied by "modern rationalistic approaches to the universe." She added: "The future of Christianity is highly supernaturalist." Acutis appeals to this cohort too.

The push and pull between adapting to the world and standing apart from it is core not just to Acutis's life but also to the history of Catholicism. Over the years, many in the Church have felt that it needs to change to avoid extinction. Worthen told me that in the 16th and 17th centuries, this impulse led the Vatican to tighten up the scientific rigor of its miracle-vetting process in response to reports of levitating saints. More recently, Church officials have discouraged the faithful from worshipping in Latin. At the same time, Schmidt told me, many other Catholics think that "if we don't get really clear on what it is we believe and offer something substantive to people, then we're gonna die."

One unique feature of the Catholic Church, Worthen told me, has been its ability "more than maybe any other religious institution in the modern world" to keep all of those diverging beliefs "under one tent." One day, devotees may decide whether Acutis was weird or relatable. Or they may not. For now, his story may be best for the Church if it's left unresolved.
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The Power of Not Caring

Indifference can be its own small act of defiance.

by Rafaela Jinich




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.

For Melani Sanders, a mother and wife, it started after a grocery run. She got in her car, pulled out her phone, and declared that she didn't care--about shaving her legs, about wearing a "real bra," or about keeping her house tidy. That first video rant turned into the We Do Not Care Club, a viral chorus of women finding freedom in saying no to expectations of how they should look and act, particularly when it comes to appeasing men. "Sanders's digital rebellion speaks both to and for a silent majority of women who are tired of contorting themselves," Anna Holmes writes.

Of course, caring less isn't always easy. Humans are wired to worry about what others think--a holdover of our ancient survival instincts, Arthur C. Brooks notes. But, as he explains, most fears about judgment are overblown; our co-workers, our neighbors, even strangers online aren't thinking about us nearly as much as we imagine. Letting go of that pressure can unlock a more honest life. Sometimes, our rejection of norms reshapes even the most intimate choices, such as who to marry and what kind of partner to be.

Not caring doesn't mean apathy. It means deciding whose approval matters and whose doesn't. In a world crowded with pressures about how to live, look, and love, indifference can be its own quiet act of defiance. Today's newsletter explores societal expectations, and what it means not to care.



On Not Caring

What We Gain When We Stop Caring

By Anna Holmes

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

Read the article.

No One Cares!

By Arthur C. Brooks

Our fears about what other people think of us are overblown and rarely worth fretting over. (From 2021)

Read the article.

The New Marriage of Unequals

By Stephanie H. Murray

Women are now more likely to marry a less educated man than men are to marry a less educated woman.

Read the article.



Still Curious?

	American women are at a breaking point: In the United States, government support for families seems transgressive. It shouldn't be, Elliot Haspel wrote last year.
 	How about never? From Jane Austen to Rosa Parks, from Joan Didion to Stacey Abrams, saying no has been the key to female self-respect and political empowerment, Anna Holmes wrote in 2021.




Other Diversions

	Americans need to party more.
 	The marriage effect
 	When your kid's best friend is a great big problem




P.S.


Courtesy of Boriana C



I recently asked readers to share a photo of something that sparks their sense of awe in the world. "There are many places in the world that stop you in your tracks. For our family this year was the Hopewell Rocks Provincial Park in New Brunswick, Canada, the place of the highest tides (16 metres or 53 feet)," Boriana C, 53, from Montreal, writes. "When you wander among these giant creatures which you know will disappear in a few hours only to reemerge back with all their might, you can only imagine what comes next and wonder."

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

-- Isabel
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America Surrenders in the Global Information Wars

The U.S. is reorienting its foreign policy to protect governments that manipulate and suppress information.

by Anne Applebaum




Every day, some 2 billion people around the world use privacy-protection tools supported by the Open Technology Fund. When people in China escape their government's firewalls and censorship software--now so dense that the system has been called the "locknet"--or when users in Cuba or Myanmar evade cruder internet blocks, they can access material written in their own languages and read stories they would otherwise never see. Both the access and some of the information are available because the U.S. government has for decades backed a constellation of programs--the technology fund, independent foreign-language broadcasters, counterpropaganda campaigns--designed to give people in repressive countries access to evidence-based news.

The information that people in the autocratic world receive from this network is wide ranging, based on reporting, and very different from what they are told by state media in their own country. If they live in Iran, for example, they might have learned from Radio Farda (backed by U.S. funding, broadcast in Persian) that their government did not, as it had claimed, capture an Israeli pilot during June's bombing campaign, and they might even have heard, in their own language, American explanations of the campaign instead. If they live in Siberia, they could hear from Radio Liberty (U.S.-backed, staffed by Russian-speaking journalists) precise information about the poor condition of their local roads, including one highway that is 89 miles long but so muddy and full of potholes that traversing it takes 36 hours. If they are Uyghurs living in China, they could have heard, at least before the end of May, reporting in Uyghur from Radio Free Asia (also U.S.-backed, producing reports in nine languages), the broadcaster that originally informed the world about internment camps for members of the persecuted minority.

Tom Nichols: They're cheering for Trump in Moscow--again

But for how much longer will this information flow? Right now, all of America's foreign broadcasters, which also include Voice of America, Radio Free Europe, and a handful of others, are in grave danger. At the end of February, President Donald Trump appointed Kari Lake as senior adviser to the U.S. Agency for Global Media, which oversees them. Lake is an ideologue and former local-TV anchor who failed to be elected governor of Arizona, and then failed to be elected as a senator from Arizona. With no experience in international broadcasting or foreign policy, she put the entire staff of VOA on administrative leave and announced plans to cut the funding of all of the organizations under the USAGM umbrella; she did so with venomous relish, hypocritically accusing chronically underfunded broadcasters of wastefulness, tarring journalists as foreign agents. She began firing contract employees, in some cases giving visa holders who had worked for years on behalf of the U.S. government 30 days to leave the country.

All of the organizations contend that Lake's actions are illegal, and all of them are now engaged in extensive lawsuits, even as they are already cutting budgets, programs, and journalists. They have won some initial cases. In March, U.S. District Court Judge Royce Lamberth ordered the administration to keep Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty open, "in keeping with Congress's longstanding determination" that "the continued operation of RFE/RL is in the public interest." Last month, the same judge, a Ronald Reagan appointee, found that Lake did not actually have the right to fire Michael Abramowitz, the director of Voice of America. That power belongs to a bipartisan, Senate-confirmed board--whose members Trump removed in January. Congress, not Lake, also has the legal right to decide whether or not to fund the broadcasters and can decide to do so, overriding the president and his Office of Management and Budget, which pushed hard to eliminate the outlets. Indeed, the House Appropriations Committee has already put funding for foreign broadcasting in next year's budget--although of course the administration is challenging Congress's power of the purse as well.

Even if they remain open, all of the foreign broadcasters will remain in peril under an administration that is bent on destroying them, and they know it. When reporting this article, I interviewed multiple people who asked not to be quoted: Nobody wants to say or do anything that will make the situation worse. These are mission-driven people who have gone to work every day in the belief that they are promoting America, as well as a set of American ideals--free speech, the rule of law, democracy.

They have long had bipartisan support. Since the creation of Radio Free Europe in 1950, Democrats, Republicans, senators, representatives, and every president from Harry Truman to Joe Biden all believed in the importance of helping people in closed societies gain access to evidence-based information, and not just for their own sake. Better-informed Russians or Iranians would be less likely to go to war with us, less likely to invade other countries, more likely to resist the whims of their dictators. Even Donald Trump in his first term as president--despite the best efforts of some of his appointees--continued to support independent foreign media, anti-censorship technology, and assistance for activists who fight censorship all over the world.

But that era is over. Without openly saying so, the United States is reorienting its foreign policy to protect governments that manipulate and censor information, both inside their own countries and around the world. Our own national security could suffer.

"Promoting censorship" is not how the administration describes its foreign policy, of course. In a speech in Riyadh earlier this year, Trump promised Saudi Arabia and other Middle Eastern monarchies that America would stop "giving you lectures on how to live and how to govern your own affairs." That made it sound like the administration would be somehow neutral.

But in a world of intense ideological competition, there is no such thing as neutrality. Since Trump's election, China has not stopped spending billions of dollars broadcasting autocratic propaganda, buying space on television networks around the world, and training international journalists. Russia has not stopped using social media and deceptive websites to weaken and divide the U.S. and Europe, to prop up dictatorships in Africa, or to lie about the war in Ukraine.

Everywhere American voices disappear, other powers will fill the gap. An extensive Wall Street Journal investigation found that in Thailand, for example, a regular VOA slot on the Thai state broadcaster has already been replaced by a Chinese outlet. An Indonesian news channel that hosts a weekly program for the country's Chinese diaspora no longer features reports in Mandarin from VOA after the cuts; it has replaced them with China's state-run television too. The Journal found that China is rushing to expand media services in Africa, and cited in particular Ethiopia and Nigeria; a former USAGM employee told me that this was happening just as U.S. broadcasters were planning to expand in Ethiopia. RFA's Cantonese-language service went off the air July 1, on the anniversary of the handover of Hong Kong from the U.K. to China.

The losses from cuts to RFE/RL inside Russia will be just as great. Already, cuts to the outlet forced Systema, RFE/RL's Russian investigative unit, to halt some of its work on corruption and organized crime, especially bad timing at a moment when this kind of information could help democratic governments track down companies that are evading sanctions. Programs exposing covert influence campaigns, counting war deaths, and producing material in minority languages aimed at Tatarstan, Bashkiria, and the North Caucasus have already been reduced or suspended. Russian state media will control the airwaves in all of those places instead.

Read: The voice of America will sound like Trump

In Iran, the impact could be even more acute. A few days after the Israeli and American bombing raids in Iran, I spoke with Saeid Golkar, a U.S.-based political scientist who follows Iranian social media. He told me Iranians were hearing from the regime that "we won this war; Israel has been defeated." Those who don't have access to alternative media were being bombarded with the same narrative: We are winning. At one point the Trump administration, belatedly realizing that it had a problem with messaging in Iran, scrambled to find recently sidelined Farsi-speaking VOA journalists and asked them to come back to work.

Americans have never supported foreign autocrats who hide information from citizens, nor did Trump's electorate vote for censorship. On the contrary, Trump's MAGA movement has repeatedly portrayed itself as the victim of censorship, sometimes conjuring up fake statistics or stories to prove it. (One famous example: that "22 million tweets" were suppressed by the Biden administration during the 2020 presidential campaign, which would have been shocking had it actually happened). Yet now that they are in place, MAGA policies amount to unilateral disarmament in the ongoing narrative war between the autocratic and democratic worlds..

Renee DiResta: My encounter with the fantasy-industrial complex

Consider the fate of the Global Engagement Center, a small State Department office, also the product of a bipartisan effort and initially designed, well before the 2016 election, as a response to online terrorist and extremist campaigns. For the past several years, the GEC dedicated itself to identifying and revealing covert Russian and Chinese propaganda, most recently in Africa and Latin America. The GEC never played any role inside the United States and never aspired to do so. Nevertheless, the organization became the focus of a series of far-right conspiracy theories, amplified on X, which dishonestly described the GEC as an institution promoting "censorship."

Late last year, congressional Republicans refused to renew its funding. When announcing the organization's final closure, the State Department declared that the GEC "spent millions of dollars to actively silence and censor the voices of Americans"--a statement that not only provided no evidence but also represented an extraordinary example of the department smearing its own employees. On Donald Trump Jr.'s podcast, Darren Beattie, the acting under secretary of state for public diplomacy and the person who shaped this policy, boasted about how he had killed off the GEC, a "censorship operation within the State Department."

In truth, the only real beneficiaries of the GEC's closure were the foreign dictators conducting covert propaganda campaigns. In the weeks before the organization ceased operations, employees were preparing an exposure of a Chinese information operation in Europe and other regions. Three people familiar with this plan, who requested anonymity to avoid jeopardizing current and former colleagues at the State Department, told me that it was presented to Beattie, who stopped work on the exposure. "Far from spiking a single plan, we were proud to spike the entire GEC," Beattie said in a statement today. "Indeed, not only was GEC's infamous censorship activity profoundly misaligned with this Administration's pro-free speech position, it was woefully and embarrassingly ineffective on its own terms. We prefer to advance our public diplomacy objectives by telling the truth to our adversaries, rather than censor our own citizens." Beattie did not explain how exposing Chinese propaganda campaigns would restrict Americans' freedom of expression.

Further consequences continue to reverberate. On August 29, the State Department leadership also gave official notice to staff that it was terminating more than two dozen agreements that the GEC had reached with countries around the world. These agreements had been designed to create common language and tactics to push back against Russian, Chinese, Iranian, and terrorist influence campaigns overseas. In the cable sent to staff, the State Department insisted that the agreements "infringed upon free speech enshrined in the U.S. Constitution" and stated that "the best way to counter disinformation is free speech." But this is a strange argument to use in this context, given that the GEC was literally a vehicle for free speech: Its main function in the past several years was to publicly identify manipulation and promote transparency. Also, as one former State senior official pointed out to me, the department's arguments make no sense, given that the administration is seeking to dismantle America's foreign broadcasters. If we want more free speech, why are we suppressing our own voice?

Even more mysterious, in this sense, are the assaults on the National Endowment for Democracy and its sister organizations, which include the International Republican Institute, affiliated with the Republican Party, and the National Democratic Institute, affiliated with the Democrats. These organizations were not, before November, of special concern to Trump. All of them were founded in 1983, inspired by Ronald Reagan's call for new institutions to "foster the infrastructure of democracy--the system of a free press, unions, political parties, universities--which allows people to choose their own way, to develop their own culture, to reconcile their own differences through peaceful means."

Until now they have also played important roles in countering authoritarian propaganda and fighting censorship around the world. NED makes small grants to groups that monitor elections, promote free speech, fight kleptocracy, and counter authoritarian propaganda. For example, NED once funded the Asia Fact Check Lab, which exposes and explains Chinese information operations. The IRI has among other things polled more than 1.5 million people in more than 100 countries in recent decades, helping provide reliable information about the public's views, often in places that don't have many other sources. The NDI's Open Government Partnership was one of many programs designed to fight corruption.

The endowment has so far successfully fought attempts to cut its funding in court, winning an unambiguous legal ruling, with which the administration complied, to preserve in full this year's funding. NED also enjoys deep support across Congress, and has an organizational structure designed to protect it from political attack: It is run not by the U.S. government but by an independent, bipartisan board, which allows it to keep its distance from partisan politics. I was on that board from 2016 until 2024 and can attest that the conspiracy theories are wrong. The endowment's board members are not secret intelligence officers but former civil servants, members of Congress, academics, and regional experts. Nobody pays them for the work they do, pro bono, on NED's behalf.

The same kinds of unpaid boards run NDI and IRI, organizations that have historically worked with center-left and center-right political parties around the world and played special roles in connecting members of Congress with their foreign counterparts--in other words, spreading the American message around the world. Both have deep links to their respective parties; notably, the IRI board includes Senators Mitt Romney, Lindsey Graham, Joni Ernst, Tom Cotton, and Dan Sullivan. And yet all of these organizations also became targets after a small number of accounts on X began attacking them. (One of the accounts belongs to Mike Benz, who also invented the "Biden censored 22 million tweets" mythology, so there is a certain logic to his role.) Among other things, the accounts falsely accuse the organizations of being CIA fronts--exactly the kind of lie that Russian propagandists tell.

None of these organizations, and certainly not the foreign broadcasters, has ever been offered a good-faith explanation for why they continue to be monitored, audited, and threatened with closure. "The only kind of communication we've gotten from USAGM, even at a staff level, is around terminations and reactivation of our grant agreement," one agency insider told me on the condition of anonymity. "There's no engagement on the work or the substance or the capabilities of the organization whatsoever." Yet the work has never been more urgent. In the areas of censorship technology alone, cuts could begin to have immediate impact if not reversed. If funding for their virtual-private-network initiatives is not renewed, for example, the OTF will have to cut off access for tens of millions of users in China, Russia, Cuba, and Iran next November.

Chinese and Russian propagandists aren't hiding how pleased they are by cuts to the organizations that challenge them and their narratives all over the world. Hu Xijin, the former editor of Global Times, a Chinese state-backed publication, wrote on social media that the "Chinese people are happy to see the U.S. anti-China ideological fortress breached from within." Margarita Simonyan, the editor in chief of RT, the Russian state news station, echoed this view on a Russian talk show: "Today is a holiday for me and my colleagues at RT and Sputnik," she said soon after cuts to RFE/RL and VOA were announced. The show's host responded by gloating about fired Russian employees who "will now fight for the right to work as cleaners and floor cleaners." The host continued, "By the way, I am addressing you, independent journalists: Die, you animals, because you are lying, vile, disgusting traitors to the Motherland. Die in a ditch."

From the June 2024 issue: The new propaganda war

Lying, vile, disgusting traitors to the Motherland--the extremity of this language is a clue to why these organizations matter. Officials in Russia, China, Iran, Cuba, Venezuela, and other dictatorships hate independent journalism and civic engagement for good reasons. Real information exposes crime and corruption. Active citizens inspire people to hope for something better. Inside Russia, they could help convince the public that the war in Ukraine is a shocking waste of human life. Inside Iran, they could inspire people to fight against a regime that's destroying their economy and carrying out a paranoid search for political enemies. More than 800 executions have already taken place this year, a huge increase over last year's pace.

From the American point of view, foreign broadcasters and organizations that fight foreign propaganda are a bargain. They cost very little in comparison with the billions we spend on defense. They have the potential to produce huge benefits. So why cut them?

In the absence of logical explanations, alternate theories abound. Some believe there is a plan to privatize VOA. Others think the explanation is simpler. Some MAGA acolytes, including Russell Vought of OMB, simply don't believe that the U.S. should have any kind of soft power. Others like and admire Russian President Vladimir Putin's regime. In December 2021, for example, Darren Beattie posted on X that "Nato is a much greater threat to American liberty than Putin ever was." Perhaps Beattie, Lake, and Benz simply share the same deep dislike of independent journalists such as Hu Xijin and Margarita Simonyan, and feel the same enthusiasm for destroying them.

The Trump administration has temporarily given this clique power. But even now, it is important to remember that they don't represent the majority of Americans, nor do they represent a majority in Congress. In the coming months, the House and the Senate can, with a little effort and just the barest hint of bravery, resist this unilateral disarmament and put America back at the center of the fight against authoritarian propaganda. Instead of allowing the Chinese and Russians to gain ground, Congress can both restore funding and push back against the administration's budgetary games, the rescissions that could restrict Congress's ability to legislate about this, or anything else, in the future.

They can also back the people and the programs that legislators, including Republicans in both chambers, have long said they believe in. As Judge Lamberth wrote, when ruling on the case of RFE/RL, "Congress has found that 'it is the policy of the United States to promote the right of freedom of opinion and expression' and that 'open communication of information and ideas among the peoples of the world contributes to international peace and stability." Following its own logic, Congress can rededicate America to the real fight, against real censorship, once again.



*Illustration Sources: Jorg Greuel / Getty; CSA-Archive / Getty; Colors Hunter / Getty; Talaj / Getty.
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What It Costs to Be a Sorority Girl

Parents hire coaches for all sorts of extracurriculars; why not to train their daughters to make friends?

by Annie Joy Williams




"There are three important things in a mother's life--the birth of her child, her daughter's wedding day, and sorority rush," Bill Alverson, a sorority-rush coach and the star of the Lifetime show A Sorority Mom's Guide to Rush, likes to say. Lately, rush is bigger and more competitive than ever, driven by a boom in TikTok content detailing the process. Coaches like Alverson have begun offering their services to girls--and their mothers--desperate to get a bid from elite sororities, and these services don't come cheap.

It may sound insane to hire someone to train your teenage daughter to talk to other teenage girls, but sorority rush, especially in the South, is a major undertaking. Parents invest in lots of kids' activities; private coaching is now a common feature of competitive athletics. And getting their kids into the right sorority, parents believe, might help them make the kinds of connections that can get them job interviews someday. At my college, a rumor went around that one mother injured herself by falling out of a tree outside a sorority house--people said she'd been trying to get a peek at her daughter's performance during the final round of rush. There are unspoken rules, secret ranking systems, decades of traditions to study, and some hard and fast dos and don'ts, according to Alverson: "You don't talk about bucks; you don't talk about boys; you don't talk about booze," he told me. "A lot of people say don't talk about the Bible, but I don't buy in to that one." If church is important to you, he said, it's okay to say that; just remember that "Jesus is not going through rush."

Alverson hadn't planned to become a rush coach. He was a lawyer in small-town Alabama when the local choir director asked him to help a girl train for a Junior Miss pageant. Alverson had done theater in the past and worked in retail, so he thought he could help her. "Well, we ended up winning," he said. "It was this underdog success story." His phone hasn't stopped ringing since. By 2015, he was known as one of the country's top pageant trainers and had his own reality show, Coach Charming. A few years ago, Alverson's pageant girls started setting out for college. One of the moms asked if he'd help prep her daughter for sorority recruitment, and more and more followed.

He advises young women on what to wear: "Just a little touch of 'We have this'" can be beneficial, he told me, about the significance of a David Yurman or Hermes bracelet. He doesn't apologize for the materialism, which he sees as natural: Many people "make first impressions based upon how you present yourself. We know this by psychological studies."

But the biggest part of coaching, he said, is training the women for the conversations they'll have at rush, which essentially serve as interviews. High schoolers these days aren't accustomed to public speaking or "cocktail-party conversation," he told me, and struggle to pitch themselves. So he starts by having his clients lead conversations with waiters at restaurants. He'll take the young women out shopping and have them chat with the store clerk. He reminds his clients to make sure they ask questions, and to really listen to the answers. He'll quiz them after, asking what the clerk's name was and what they discussed.

Kaitlyn Tiffany: The culture war over nothing

The most significant part is role-playing the conversations they're going to have at rush: What's your major? Why? How was your week? One important lesson is how to show the right amount of vulnerability in conversation. If someone compliments your dress, say to them, "Oh, thank you, I wasn't sure," or "Really? My mom picked it out for me." He recommends saying, "I'm this major for now, but I'm not sure if it's right for me." And it's always good to poke fun at your family--in a playful way. The point is to convey humility, that you're not perfect.

Training with Alverson can cost some clients a thousand dollars or more. He typically charges by the hour, but he wouldn't tell me how much. He said he sometimes offers discounts, but "to be real honest, if they don't pay, they're not committed." Alverson has had mothers approach him asking, "How many openings do you have? Four? I'll take them all." They're not just trying to get their daughters the extra training that could afford them a leg up; they're trying to box out the competition.

To the naysayers (usually the girls' fathers), Alverson argues that rushing a sorority is the female equivalent of joining a country club. "I have them come at me about the cost. 'I can't believe the girls are spending this.' You're a member of a hunting club. You're paying $10,000 a year to have the right to go hunting. Do you play golf? Yes. So you really are paying money to have a social interaction," he told me. "And you're going to bitch about buying a pair of Tory Burch shoes for your daughter? Sit down."

When I rushed at the University of Mississippi, in 2016, I assumed that it would be relatively easy to join the sorority I liked best. I was wrong.

On the first day, I wore my hair naturally wild, with curls. I remember thinking: I want them to like me just as I am. The girls next to me had thousands of dollars of David Yurman and Cartier Love bracelets stacked on their wrists. I looked down at the leather bracelet my sister had given me at Christmas. I thought about stuffing it into my pocket but was distracted by the onset of high-pitched chanting. A sea of pink poured out of the house.

I didn't realize then that there were rules to these things, that every move meant something. The girls who were called first--referred to as "No. 1s"--were escorted through the sacred doors by legendary upperclassmen. One by one, names were called, until I was the only one waiting. Why didn't I get a blowout?

"Annie Joy Williams?"

A petite brunette approached me with a look that signaled that she was both bored and had no idea who I was. I realized then that these were the major leagues, and I was a rookie.

Many of the women Alverson works with have family connections to the sorority system or the family wealth that can serve in place of those connections. But some of them are more like the girl I used to be. Alverson put me in touch with a former client named Hadley Drake, who'd worked with him in 2023 before landing at Alpha Delta Pi at the University of South Carolina.

Drake is from Gaffney, South Carolina, where the population is about a third of the University of South Carolina's. In a town where everyone knows everyone, she'd never had to pitch herself. Her parents knew nothing about sorority life; neither had gone to college. When she brought up the possibility of joining a sorority, her mom thought it was natural to bring in a professional. "She was like, 'Well, when you needed help with cheerleading, we would get you private lessons with your coach,'" so she did the same for sorority recruitment, Drake told me.

Drake had been concerned about appearing to be a "country bumpkin," but Alverson assured her that being a small-town southern girl was actually "her golden trait." Alverson told me that his services benefit the girls he works with long after bid day. "A lot of my coaching really is life-skill coaching," he said. Drake agrees. This summer, she landed a job as a page at the South Carolina State House. "In a job interview, I go back to my coaching with Bill nine times out of 10," she told me.

Amanda Mull: Bama Rush is a strange, sparkly window into how America shops

Another rush coach, Leighton Newberry, told me that she has more and more clients for whom rush is a novel concept. Her Atlanta-based business, Recruitment Ready, just opened a New York City branch. "We've seen a big influx in families from the North sending their children to the South, which has been really interesting and kind of fun to work with," she told me. (Before #BamaRush went viral in 2021, the number of female undergraduates at the University of Alabama had fallen for three years in a row. Now it's risen to almost 20,000--the highest number on record.)

Newberry is originally from Knoxville, Tennessee, and rushed at Auburn University in 2015, landing a bid from a top house. Mothers from her hometown reached out, asking if she could help their daughters prepare for recruitment. After seeing those girls get coveted bids, she realized that she could turn her advice into a business.

Recruitment Ready offers one-on-one sessions starting at $175. Clients can sign up to text with Newberry or another coach during each day of recruitment. The most expensive package, called Bid Day and Beyond, costs $4,497. Coaching includes mock rush practices, styling, and social-media cleanup. ("We're going through their account with them, and we're saying, If you would not want the future sorority president, your boyfriend's dad, or your great-aunt to see this photo, we're gonna remove it," Newberry told me.)

Newberry, like Alverson, encourages the girls to discuss their faith if it's important to them. "You don't have to change who you are," she said. "I'm super passionate about that, because I want girls to find lifelong friends, well beyond recruitment week." However, politics should be off the table: "Don't talk about who you voted for in the last election."

At the University of Mississippi, many people ask what sorority you're in before they ask your name. Girls who don't get a bid are referred to as GDIs--goddamn independents. By some divine intervention, the good women of Chi Omega saw past my recruitment faux pas and deemed me worthy of membership. Getting into a "top house" turned me from an anonymous out-of-state girl into somebody who mattered. Boys asked me to date parties. My sorority put me up for homecoming. And I met some of the best friends I've ever known. In return, I tried to fit in.

I hid the fact that I wasn't wealthy behind clothes I couldn't afford. I didn't speak up against the antiquated voting system we used to score the girls going through rush, which factored in whether they were legacies, among other things. I didn't talk about politics as much as I wanted to. It never sat right with me that two letters could make me matter so much more than I had without them. But they did.

The Greek system is obviously deeply flawed and deeply homogenous. Even if chapters try to become more welcoming, many women won't want to rush if they don't see members who look like them. And coaching can't change that--no amount of conversational training will make someone thin or wealthy or white. At the end of the day, if coaching is just about the richest girls, driven by the most obsessive mothers elbowing out the competition, it won't be good for anyone.

But perhaps all of the attention being directed at rush can help bring out what's best about Greek life--the way it brings women together--and push the system in a more positive direction. Brandis Bradley, a lawyer and makeup artist with a popular RushTok account, sees the glaring flaws in the Greek system but believes that it's worth fixing. She rushed but didn't have the money to pay her dues. Now she follows and promotes young women who might not fall into the conventional sorority-girl camp, trying to "pluck girls from obscurity and financial lack." Many of them go on to get bids. "I don't celebrate and platform sorority life because I think it's a perfect institution," she told me; she does it because she sees the system's potential. "How many opportunities does the world give us to rally around a big group of young women like this?"
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Tesla Wants Out of the Car Business

Elon Musk's grand vision is coming into focus.

by Patrick George




Elon Musk still makes some of America's best electric cars. Earlier this summer, I rented a brand-new, updated Tesla Model Y, the first refresh to the electric SUV since it debuted, in 2020. Compared with even just two years ago, when the Model Y became the world's best-selling car, many companies make great EVs now. Some of them have the Model Y beat in certain areas, but for the price, the Tesla is still the total package.



Now, imagine how good Teslas could be if Musk apparently wasn't so bored with making them. With the exception of the struggling Cybertruck, Tesla hasn't released an entirely new electric car in five years. Musk has indicated that he wants Tesla to primarily focus on building robotaxis and robots. Autonomous-vehicle technology "is the product that makes Tesla a ten-trillion company," he told his biographer, Walter Isaacson. "People will be talking about this moment in a hundred years." All the while, Tesla has continued to make almost all of its money from selling cars.



But now it's clearer than ever that Tesla's future is not in selling cars. The company's latest "Master Plan IV," which was released earlier this week, makes no mention of any new electric cars in the works. It is instead a technocratic fever dream, predicting a future in which humanoid robots made by Tesla free us from mundane tasks and create a utopia of "sustainable abundance." To the extent that cars are mentioned at all, it's in the context of robotaxis, or the batteries that power them. In other words, Tesla, the biggest EV company in the country, wants out of the car business.



This new master plan--released on Musk's platform, X, naturally--might be easy to ignore. The roughly 1,000-word document is exceedingly vague and includes language like this: "The hallmark of meritocracy is creating opportunities that enable each person to use their skills to accomplish whatever they imagine." Even Musk conceded on X that the plan needs "more specifics." But Tesla has released only three previous master plans since its founding in 2003, and generally, they have paved the way for Tesla's future. The first one, published in 2006, laid out the path that Tesla would end up taking with its EVs: Start with an expensive electric car, then use the profits from that to branch out into more affordable ones. Nearly all of Tesla's competition still follows the same road map. Then, in 2016, "Master Plan, Part Deux" stressed a deeper vision for more electric cars, including a future SUV that became the Model Y and "a new kind of pickup truck." What that one was is pretty obvious today.

If this week's master plan reflects a company that is dead set on moving beyond cars, the divergence started back around the time of that second report. Even in 2016, Musk envisioned a future in which fully autonomous cars generated passive income for people while they worked or slept. The third master plan, released in 2023, is a 41-page white paper about the future of sustainable energy and how it could power fleets of autonomous vehicles. But the latest version is far more focused on AI than its predecessors were. Even just the visuals are telling: In one image in the master plan, a family plays Jenga on their coffee table while a Tesla robot waters the plants behind them. Right now, Musk has more of a reason than ever to go all in on robots: Today, Tesla's board unveiled a new potential pay package for its CEO, promising him as much as $1 trillion--yes, trillion--if he meets certain targets, including deploying millions of robots and robotaxis in the next decade. (Tesla did not respond to a request for comment.)

Granted, Musk is onto something here. Many in the auto industry believe that technologies such as electric power and autonomous driving will converge over time, which is why they're bullish on EVs in the long term. But Musk's view of that timeline is likely overly ambitious. Nobody's making any "passive income" from a self-driving Tesla, as Musk said they would by 2020. Even its driverless "robotaxi" service is up and running in only Austin and San Francisco. Tesla is far behind Waymo, the driverless-taxi service owned by Google's parent company that is picking up riders in five cities, and is quickly spreading to many more. Meanwhile, Tesla's humanoid "Optimus" robot is unproven, and the project has reportedly struggled with delays and leadership turnover.

But by betting everything on AI, Tesla is sacrificing the very thing that the company knows how to make so well: cars. Autonomy has already come at the expense of new EVs. Last year, Musk reiterated that he feels it would be "pointless" to make a $25,000 car unless it was fully autonomous. Tesla could be financing its self-driving-technology dreams by making that affordable EV or a more conventional pickup truck, but Musk seems to see that as some kind of distraction. If his master plan doesn't pan out, there won't be much left of Tesla. The company's sales have collapsed across the world, in part because of Musk's politics and in part because Tesla is getting hammered by EV newcomers from China. The master plan doesn't outline any way forward.

Musk has learned the hard way that making cars is a brutal business. The costs are high, and the profit margins are slim. Fighting over market share with Volkswagen and Ford isn't an expedient way to colonize Mars. But Tesla's retreat from the electric-car business is everyone's loss. Tesla is a big reason that so many automakers have frantically begun to make EVs in the past few years. It showed the rest of the industry that if you build high-tech electric cars and they're actually good, people will buy them. Under Donald Trump, as incentives to make and sell EVs are vanishing, plenty of automakers in America are already walking back their once-ambitious electric plans. If the biggest seller of EVs continues to move away from what it helped create, Americans will end up with cars that continue to pollute. That certainly doesn't get us to a world of "sustainable abundance."
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Pete Hegseth's Department of Cringe

Renaming the Defense Department is a pathetic stunt.

by Tom Nichols




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

Donald Trump is a showman who likes flashy spectacles and heated controversies. He has chosen Cabinet nominees for their shock value, attacked famous American universities, mobilized the Justice Department against his political enemies, and sent troops into American cities, fully aware of how much these theatrics would enrage his opponents.

But even in a term marked by political performance art, Trump's plan to rename the Department of Defense as the Department of War might be a new high--or low. An executive order making the change is expected tomorrow, Fox News reported.

Last month, when the plan was still just a hypothetical, the president was asked why he favored it. He said that Department of War "just sounded better" and that it would be a callback to the name under which U.S. forces fought in the two world wars. But the change is also a reflection of how much Trump and Secretary of Defense (his title for now) Pete Hegseth think of themselves as tough guys, real fighters who will no longer trifle with silly names about "defending" things. Hegseth in particular is obsessed with "warfighters"--a clunky Pentagon term that's been around for far too long--who will engage in "warfighting" with great "lethality."

Elliot Ackerman: Bring back the War Department

Both men seem to think that wimps cower and defend, but real men go on the offensive and whack the bad guys. After all, who are any of us to argue with General George Patton, who said in 1943: "No dumb bastard ever won a war by going out and dying for his country. He won it by making some other poor dumb bastard die for his country." And that, apparently, is what the U.S. military is going to do once it gives its watery collection of uniformed bureaucrats a name worthy of killers who want to grind the guts of America's enemies between their clenched jaws.

It is almost impossible to overstate the inanity of this move. The United States has a Department of Defense for a reason. It was called the "War" Department until 1947, when the dictates of a new and more dangerous world required the creation of a much larger military organization than any in American history. Harry Truman and the American leaders who destroyed the Axis, and who now were facing the Soviet empire, realized that national security had become a larger undertaking than the previous American tradition of moving, as needed, between discrete conditions of "war" and "peace."

These leaders understood that America could no longer afford the isolationist luxury of militarizing itself during times of threat and then making soldiers train with wooden sticks when the storm clouds passed. Now, they knew, the security of the country would be a daily undertaking, a matter of ongoing national defense, in which the actual exercise of military force would be only part of preserving the freedom and independence of the United States and its allies.

In 1949, after two years that included a massive reorganization of the U.S. military (and the establishment of an air force), Truman christened the new United States Department of Defense, which consolidated elements of the previous War and Navy Departments. That name was good enough for Truman, who served in combat in World War I and dropped two nuclear bombs on Japan. And it was good enough for President Dwight Eisenhower, the former supreme allied commander, who oversaw the largest military operations ever undertaken in all of human history.

It was also good enough for John F. Kennedy, who served his country as a naval officer and nearly got killed during World War II. It was good enough for Lyndon B. Johnson, who won the Silver Star for his military service, and then, as commander in chief, embroiled the United States in a decade-long war in Southeast Asia. It was good enough for Naval Reserve officer Richard Nixon, who took over Johnson's war and unleashed the fury of American bombers overseas. It was good enough for Gerald Ford and Jimmy Carter, both former Navy officers. It was good enough for Ronald Reagan, a former Army officer who as president pushed through a huge program of military expansion and modernization. It was good enough for his successor, George H. W. Bush, a decorated naval aviator who was shot down during combat in the Pacific.

From the August 2025 Issue: What Pete Hegseth doesn't understand about soldiers

Later presidents left the name alone too, perhaps because the rest of the world by the end of the 20th century had adopted the same name for their military organizations. Trump and Hegseth might think defense is a word for weenies, but the Chinese and the Russians, both of whom have ministries of defense, don't seem to agree. (The Russians were even ahead of the Americans: The Kremlin created a "People's Commissariat of Defense of the Soviet Union" in the 1930s, renamed part of it the "Ministry of War" briefly in the early 1950s, then settled on the "Ministry of Defense" in 1953.) North Korea has a Ministry of National Defense; Iran has a Ministry of National Defense and Armed Forces Logistics. If Trump thinks Moscow and Beijing will tremble when Hegseth orders the new stationery that says "War" on it, he's in for a surprise.

And about that paperwork: The cost of renaming the DOD will run into tens of millions of dollars, maybe much more. Isn't this an administration that only months ago unleashed an ignorant bazillionaire on the federal workforce in the name of efficiency and cost reductions? Everything from official seals to uniform patches and medals might have to be replaced--and for what? Because a president who never served a day in uniform and a macho-obsessed former Army major think that using words like war will provide the sense of purpose and gravity they both lack?
 
 I have a better idea. Let's skip the "War" name and go right to the "Department of Cringe." It may not strike fear into the hearts of evildoers overseas, but it will resonate with Americans who take national defense seriously, because it is the emotion many of them already feel every time the former Major Hegseth says "lethality" and "warfighter." If the leaders of the United States are going to make fools of themselves and of the dedicated men and women who serve in uniform simply to own the libs and put on a show for the party faithful, any name will do. They might as well choose one that's accurate.
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Democrats' Epstein Derangement Syndrome

Not everything Donald Trump does is a "distraction" from Jeffrey Epstein.

by Mark Leibovich




Updated on September 5, 2025, at 2:55 p.m.

To hear Donald Trump's critics tell it, all of the disquieting news that the president has generated this summer--the FBI raid on former National Security Adviser John Bolton's home, the National Guard deployment in cities, Trump's attempt to fire Federal Reserve Governor Lisa Cook, his accusation that Barack Obama led a coup and committed "the crime of the century"--has been an effort to divert attention from the issue that truly terrifies Trump: the Jeffrey Epstein files.

It has become the Democrats' go-to exhortation: Trump is just doing this to distract you from Epstein. Do not fall for his grand scheme. In other words, America's descent into authoritarianism is a mere deflection.

No doubt, the president's past friendship with the late financier and accused sex trafficker is a legitimate problem for the White House. Trump has repeatedly tried to dismiss the matter, calling it "a Democrat hoax that never ends" as recently as Wednesday. But it has proved to be a rare Trump controversy that has shaken his otherwise steadfast base. His supporters were adamant during the 2024 campaign that Trump should release the Epstein files, and candidate Trump assured that he would. In February, Attorney General Pam Bondi claimed that Epstein's client list was "sitting on my desk right now to review." In fact, there was no such list, the Justice Department later announced. A MAGA mutiny ensued.

Democrats saw an opportunity and began accusing the president of creating all manner of diversions to steal attention from his Epstein entanglements. They have not stopped since, no matter how extraneous the scandal might be to the topic at hand--everything from ICE raids down to Trump's demand that the Washington Commanders change their name back to the Redskins and his threats to revoke Rosie O'Donnell's citizenship. You name the recent escapade, and some adversary has tried to dub it a ploy to distract from Epstein.

Read: Inside the White House's Epstein strategy

Upon learning that Trump had canceled former Vice President Kamala Harris's Secret Service protection last week, Senate Minority Leader Chuck Schumer retaliated by slapping Trump with a clever nickname, "Epstein Don" (take that, Mr. President!), and said that Trump was "ready to put everyone he can in danger to distract you from how he's hiding the Epstein files."

After Trump said that "CROOKED" Senator Adam Schiff should "be brought to justice," the California Democrat accused Trump of "political retribution" and "retaliation," in addition to "trying to distract from his Epstein-files problem."

Senator Patty Murray, a Democrat of Washington State, recently called Trump "a pathetic wannabe dictator" for sending federal agents and the National Guard into the District of Columbia. Murray claimed that he was trying to turn D.C. "into his personal police state" with a mission to--get this--"distract you from his connection to the Epstein files, skyrocketing costs, and his weak job numbers."

This is a curious strategy. Clearly, Trump's opponents think they have a killer weapon with Epstein and believe that they should deploy it whenever possible; polls show that large majorities of Americans are not buying Trump's assertion that the Epstein story is a "hoax." But Trump's strongman tactics are a far greater danger to America than his proclivity to "distract," which is a fairly standard political-communications practice.

The distraction drumbeat not only dilutes the seriousness of Trump's actions; it also exemplifies the Democrats' own lame efforts to communicate a potent opposition message. It would seem beside the point for them to divert the public's attention from the things this president does that are truly devious, un-American, and totalitarian. (See: Obama, Barack, fake AI-generated video of Oval Office arrest.) By constantly warning citizens not to lose focus on Epstein, Democrats imply that Trump's day-to-day abuses in office are mere stunts and can thus be safely ignored.

"It's so stupid. It drives me insane," Dan Pfeiffer, a Pod Save America co-host and former senior adviser to President Obama, told me. Democrats' overeagerness to "shoehorn" everything Trump does into some alleged Epstein cover-up looks forced and inauthentic, Pfeiffer added. "If all you have to say is 'Don't pay attention to this; pay attention to this other thing that polls better,' you're not actually motivating people." Other fervent anti-Trumpers have expressed similar frustration. "I want to congratulate leading Democrats for their insistence on saying the takeover of DC is a 'stunt' or a 'distraction,'" Bill Kristol, the editor at large of the center-right publication The Bulwark, wrote on X. "It's a rare trifecta of intellectual failure, political stupidity, and moral obtuseness."

Read: The Epstein 'client list' will never go away

And yet, Democrats continue to hurl the magic words in response to seemingly every brazen thing Trump does. Maryland Governor Wes Moore recently found himself in a social-media beef with Trump over the president's threat to send the National Guard into "out of control" and "crime-ridden" Baltimore. Trump also suggested that he might "rethink" the federal government's funding for the repair of Baltimore's "demolished" Francis Scott Key Bridge, which was toppled by a cargo ship last year. After more back-and-forth, Moore trotted out his big torpedo. "Trump is doing everything in his power to distract from the Epstein files," the governor wrote on X. "Really makes you wonder..."

Actually, what this makes me wonder is if Democrats' continuous invocations of the Epstein-distraction theory might reveal their own lack of imagination--and underscore their inability to find a more effective line of attack against a president who seems to be providing them with endless material. In fact, Democrats' eagerness to call everything a distraction from Epstein might even be distracting them from discussing much bigger and more far-reaching vulnerabilities for Trump (his failure to bring down prices, as he'd promised; the Republicans' massive and wildly unpopular reconciliation bill passed in July).

With Congress back in Washington after its summer recess, the Epstein story flared anew Wednesday morning when a group of his accusers held an emotional press conference outside the Capitol. "There is no hoax," one Epstein survivor said. "The abuse was real." The same morning, Trump was hosting Polish President Karol Nawrocki for a White House visit that featured a rare flyover of F-16s. A White House spokesperson said that the display was meant to honor a Polish army pilot who had died in a crash last month. But the spectacle also produced a long, loud roar over a large area of downtown Washington, which interrupted the victims' testimony for several seconds--an actual distraction, in contrast to some of the Democrats' more tortured claims.



*Sources: Joe Raedle / Getty; Saul Loeb / AFP / Getty; Bill Clark / CQ / Roll Call; Alex Wong / Getty; Ethan Miller / Getty
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I'm a High Schooler. AI Is Demolishing My Education.

The end of critical thinking in the classroom

by Ashanty Rosario




AI has transformed my experience of education. I am a senior at a public high school in New York, and these tools are everywhere. I do not want to use them in the way I see other kids my age using them--I generally choose not to--but they are inescapable.



During a lesson on the Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, I watched a classmate discreetly shift in their seat, prop their laptop up on a crossed leg, and highlight the entirety of the chapter under discussion. In seconds, they had pulled up ChatGPT and dropped the text into the prompt box, which spat out an AI-generated annotation of the chapter. These annotations are used for discussions; we turn them in to our teacher at the end of class, and many of them are graded as part of our class participation. What was meant to be a reflective, thought-provoking discussion on slavery and human resilience was flattened into copy-paste commentary. In Algebra II, after homework worksheets were passed around, I witnessed a peer use their phone to take a quick snapshot, which they then uploaded to ChatGPT. The AI quickly painted my classmate's screen with what it asserted to be a step-by-step solution and relevant graphs.



These incidents were jarring--not just because of the cheating, but because they made me realize how normalized these shortcuts have become. Many homework assignments are due by 11:59 p.m., to be submitted online via Google Classroom. We used to share memes about pounding away at the keyboard at 11:57, anxiously rushing to complete our work on time. These moments were not fun, exactly, but they did draw students together in a shared academic experience. Many of us were propelled by a kind of frantic productivity as we approached midnight, putting the finishing touches on our ideas and work. Now the deadline has been sapped of all meaning. AI has softened the consequences of procrastination and led many students to avoid doing any work at all. As a result, these programs have destroyed much of what tied us together as students. There is little intensity anymore. Relatively few students seem to feel that the work is urgent or that they need to sharpen their own mind. We are struggling to receive the lessons of discipline that used to come from having to complete complicated work on a tight deadline, because chatbots promise to complete our tasks in seconds.

Read: The AI takeover of education is just getting started

Desperate to address AI, schools across the U.S. are investing in detection tools and screen-monitoring software to curb cheating. Some of these tools have been used in my school: Teachers rely on plagiarism checkers and exam-proctoring software. Still, these systems aren't foolproof, and many students have begun to bypass these measures. Students use AI "humanizer" tools, which rephrase text to remove "robotic undertones," as one such program puts it, or they manually edit the AI's output themselves to simplify language or adjust the chatbot's sentence structure. During in-class exams, screens may be locked or recording technology may be employed, but students have ways around these, too--sneaking phones in, for example. Based on what I've observed, preventative measures can only go so far.



The trouble with chatbots is not just that they allow students to get away with cheating or that they remove a sense of urgency from academics. The technology has also led students to focus on external results at the expense of internal growth. The dominant worldview seems to be: Why worry about actually learning anything when you can get an A for outsourcing your thinking to a machine?



During my sophomore year, I participated in my school's debate team. I was excited to have a space outside the classroom where creativity, critical thinking, and intellectual rigor were valued and sharpened. I love the rush of building arguments from scratch. ChatGPT was released back in 2022, when I was a freshman, but the debate team weathered that first year without being overly influenced by the technology--at least as far as I could tell. But soon, AI took hold there as well. Many students avoided the technology and still stand against it, but it was impossible to ignore what we saw at competitions: chatbots being used for research and to construct arguments between rounds.



To me, debate is about forming your own arguments and pushing yourself to refute curveball counters. It's about developing the skills to outthink and out-argue your opponent. It isn't about who can present the best cookie-cutter AI arguments with polished and possibly invented data. Something I once loved now feels empty.

Read: College students have already changed forever

AI is not all bad. Some students may use these tools to develop their understanding or explore topics more deeply, serving their intellectual curiosity without actually cheating. AI can also be used as a study aid--say, quizzing you on vocabulary ahead of a Spanish test. But the temptation to abuse these tools is always there. I am concerned about what will happen as the short-term solutions presented by chatbots become the only ones that people know how to pursue--especially beyond the classroom. If we keep leaning on AI to sidestep pressure or deadlines, what happens when the tools aren't there? In the real world, chatbots cannot hold the powerful to account in the way an investigative reporter does, through relentless interviews and vetting hard-to-find information. They cannot perform open-heart surgery or ballet. Many of us are so accustomed to outsourcing that we're dulling the very instincts that we need to prevail in life: grit, critical thinking, and the ability to function smoothly under stress.



It will take more than AI detectors and screen monitoring to address this disconnect. Student assessments should be focused on tasks that are not easily delegated to technology: oral exams, for instance, in which students walk educators through their thinking process, or personalized writing assignments that are unique to the student or current events. Portfolio-based or presentational grading could be emphasized over traditional exams or pop quizzes, giving students ample time to earn their grades. Students can also be encouraged to reflect on their own work--using learning journals or discussion to express their struggles, approaches, and lessons learned after each assignment.



These strategies could create an academic environment where integrity, creativity, and original thought thrive. Whatever the path forward, it must be forged soon. If chatbots have made school easier to get through, they are also making school equally as hard to grow out of. The technology is producing a generation of eternal novices, unable to think or perform for themselves.
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Florida Decided There Were Too Many Children

The state's elimination of vaccine mandates is a courageous first step toward decluttering itself of any excess kids.

by Alexandra Petri




Sorry. We decided there were too many children.

You know how it goes.

Their hands are too small. Sometimes they are sticky, and no one knows why. They say they're eating their dinner, but you can see that they are just pushing it around on their plate. They come up to you on the sidewalk and tell you their whole life story for 10 minutes, wearing face paint from a birthday party three days ago. Some afternoons they announce that they are sharks, but they are obviously not sharks. They do this over and over again.

And the state of Florida, understandably, said: Enough. This needs to stop. We have decided that there are too many children, and we can let some of them go. Or, as the state's surgeon general put it when he eliminated all vaccine mandates yesterday: "Who am I as a government or anyone else, who am I as a man standing here now, to tell you what you should put in your body? Who am I to tell you what your child should put in [their] body? I don't have that right."

(That relaxed attitude about bodily autonomy comes as something of a surprise, given the state's six-week abortion ban, but this is America, where you can do anything with your body unless there's a uterus in it.)

Florida is the first state to take the courageous step toward decluttering itself of excess children, but under the inexpert guidance of Robert F. Kennedy Jr., other states may follow. If we lose herd immunity, we will bring back diseases that had formerly been eliminated, and some children who would otherwise have been protected will perish. But no price is too high to pay in this pointless war against decades of lifesaving science. Confusingly, this effort is being taken up at the same time that people are Very Concerned about dropping birth rates, but it makes sense when you understand that they don't like the children we currently have. They want us to make other ones instead.

This is certainly one possible response to the epidemic of mass shootings: unleash another epidemic on our elementary schools. If I had to guess what kind of shot we would make sure schoolchildren got, I would have guessed wrong. I am always guessing wrong. I am always guessing that we want children to live.
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How a Tradition Forged in Slavery Persists Today

A new book argues that conjure--a Black spiritual practice--has touched nearly every corner of American life.

by Danielle Amir Jackson




In Ryan Coogler's 2025 blockbuster, Sinners, Wunmi Mosaku plays a woman named Annie, who makes a living by supplying her neighbors in Clarksdale, Mississippi, with homemade medicinal cures. She has spent years studying the Bible, the human body, and the supernatural. And she is the only character who understands the trouble brewing outside the juke joint where the town's Black residents have gathered one evening for a night of music and dancing. Sinners is the most recent depiction in pop culture of conjure--a spiritual practice created by enslaved people--and its creators are not the first to face the tricky task of respectfully invoking a tradition that is more complex, and more entangled in American history and culture, than many know.

Lindsey Stewart's new book, The Conjuring of America: Mojos, Mermaids, Medicine, and 400 Years of Black Women's Magic, arrives amid a wave of visibility for conjure practices. Conjure is a central element not only of Sinners but also of HBO's 2020 series Lovecraft Country, where two characters summon a healer to purge a haunted house, as well as Beyonce's 2016 visual album, Lemonade, in which the artist calls on her ancestors and nature to heal her marriage. (It also arrives as Black people face the threat of rolled back civil rights under federal leadership that appears adamant to remove Black leaders from government and erase Black history from museums and websites.)

As Stewart makes clear, conjuring has been enmeshed in American life for centuries. A hybrid practice rooted in religions from West and Central Africa, it has been shaped by influences from Christianity, Islam, and Indigenous groups in North America. Today, conjurers are not exclusively women. Still, most people familiar with its history associate the practice with them because it is largely a domestic art, carried forward through women's hands and from their homes. Many conjurers believe the spirit world can be petitioned for healing and protection: They may commune with ancestors for guidance, seek remedies in nature, or perform rituals and spells to aid their communities.

Stewart makes the convincing case that the conjure woman "has managed to stamp her conjure onto American culture" so deeply that many of its traditions and cultural touchpoints actually originated in her rituals. If you've ever feasted on black-eyed peas at the start of a new year, danced to a wailing blues like "Wang Dang Doodle," or carried a keepsake in your pocket for good luck, you've brushed up against conjure. By tracing a genealogy of conjure, Stewart also seeks to reveal many obscured contributions of Black women to American history. She argues that, from the antebellum years through Reconstruction and Jim Crow, Black women--many of them guided by conjure practices and wisdom--shaped how the nation birthed its babies, nursed its sick, and clothed and fed its families.

Read: The Black religion that's been maligned for centuries

In The Conjuring of America, Stewart finds the conjure woman's influences in unexpected places. She sees them, for instance, in the women who inspired the "Mammy" stereotype: those who labored as nannies, cooks, or wet nurses, but also delivered babies, foraged for medicinal roots, and provided medical care for other enslaved people.

Conjure shares kinship with other practices forged during transatlantic slavery: Obeah in Jamaica; Santeria in Cuba; Vodou in Haiti. These traditions have similar roots but evolved differently, shaped by the various ways African beliefs were suppressed across the New World. Conjure, or "hoodoo," as it is often called, may be the "reorganized remnants" of what was once a more formal religion, Katrina Hazzard-Donald writes in Mojo Workin': The Old African American Hoodoo System.

Today, if you know where to look--or listen--conjure's traces are everywhere. Take denim. Once called "Negro cloth," it was for a time made by enslaved artisans who brought knowledge of making indigo dye from West Africa. There, as Stewart writes, women were thought to have been gifted these techniques by the gods.

Or take the blues, that quintessential American genre that has shaped so much contemporary popular music. Its songs are stacked with nods to John the Conqueror root (a plant that's thought to enhance luck), and spells to bring back a lover. Some people even believe that singing is itself a form of conjure: The writer Albert Murray claimed that one sang the blues in order to stamp out sadness--almost like an exorcism. W. C. Handy and Koko Taylor sang the praises of Caroline Dye, a formerly enslaved woman who made mojos--assortments of lucky trinkets, usually bound in red flannel--for Black and white customers. The same red flannel was often featured in caricatures of Mammy. Perhaps that's why my second-oldest aunt collected Mammy figurines--she could have seen in them a symbol not of Black women's submission but of their power.

Read: A revelatory way of understanding the Black experience

For many people, Stewart included, conjure's echoes ring loudest in the kitchen. In the 1940s, the Creole chef Leah Chase turned a sandwich shop in the Treme neighborhood of New Orleans into a sit-down restaurant called Dooky Chase. It became one of the few places that allowed interracial gatherings under Jim Crow. Chase prayed while she prepared food, believing that a person had to "love that pot" in order to cook well. Stewart connects this habit to the West African Dogon people, who believed that cooking vessels contained spirits. Some accounts of enslaved life recall people crying into pots in despair, which may have been a way of asking the pot's spirit to intercede: to plead to God on the weeper's behalf.

These practices nurture a feeling of safety and defiance, Stewart argues. In 1965, by which point Dooky Chase had become a gathering place for civil-rights organizers, a pipe bomb exploded outside the restaurant. "That didn't scare me a bit," Chase told the Times-Picayune. As the Freedom Rider Rudy Lombard had observed, when Black and white patrons used to eat there in defiance of segregation laws, the police never bothered them: "It was as though God threw a protective ring around the restaurant."

Stewart's book shows the many ways in which the conjure woman persists: in contemporary scholar-practitioners who host classes for their communities; in neighborhood "candy ladies" like Stewart's great-grandmother, who not only sold sweets but also offered "spiritual support to families, along with child care and a bit of tough love if you needed it." It endures in online chatter about #BlackGirlMagic, or in the women who tell you what perfume to wear to attract a lover. At a time when knowledge itself is being made to feel dangerous, when the Tuskegee Airmen and Harriet Tubman are being stripped from historical records, we can learn from conjure women how to maintain, and pass down, our heritage in a country that has frequently sought to quash it.
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Summertime

A poem

by Rosanna Warren




Ash-brown tatters lofted on pheromones,
 gypsy moths flutter among boughs and across the meadow
 like confetti. Beyond hunger. Only sex
 drives the males. The females wait
 folded within crevices in bark. They've lost their mouths.
 Admirable to be so single-minded.
 Just days ago, as creepy adolescents
 they chewed the branches bare, littered the path
 with skeleton leaf-stalks, tore new craters
 out of the canopy so the sky fell through:
 we, too, could strip a forest, strip
 a continent, but not so lacily.
 The lanyard on our neighbor's flagpole clanks
 in the wind, the fraying stars and stripes
 fluster and droop. The lime-green
 katydid impersonates a folded leaf
 pressed to the maple trunk, chiding, rasping,
 preparing to mate and chew. Along the road
 wild Sweet William and purple chicory
 festoon derelict beer cans and vodka bottles in the ditch.
 We have everything we need, but we want more,
 and faster. The crushed garter snake
 is scrawled on the tarmac in an ampersand.



This poem appears in the October 2025 print edition.
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The Man Who Taught Hollywood How to Dress

Giorgio Armani, who died on Thursday at 91, made the red carpet a fashion show.

by Kimberly Chrisman-Campbell




The red carpet, if you can believe it, was once a fashion dead zone, a sequin-strewn wasteland where good taste went to die. For years, many stars served as their own stylist or whipped up their own clothes, with predictably patchy results. In 1989, when Demi Moore showed up to the Academy Awards in a spandex-bike-shorts-and-corset ensemble of her own design, Women's Wear Daily called it an "Oscar Fright."

But earlier this year, Moore dominated awards-season best-dressed lists, winning raves for an elegant, metallic Oscars gown with a plunging neckline and a skirt that swept to the floor, pooling in a shimmering puddle. The dress was the work of the Italian designer Giorgio Armani, who died yesterday in Milan at the age of 91--and who was the reason so many stars wear high fashion in the first place. During his 50-year solo career, the designer transformed the red carpet into a runway, teaching Hollywood how to dress and harnessing the power of celebrity to build his global fashion empire--and his legacy.

Read: The real game changer at the Met Gala

As a young man, Armani studied medicine and served in the military. He got his start in the fashion industry "almost by accident," he told Time in 1982, by taking a job at the high-end Milanese department store La Rinascente. There, he learned about fabric and customer behavior, and his skills eventually led him to a role with the Italian designer Nino Cerruti. A relationship with Sergio Galeotti, an architect, helped Armani strike out on his own; although Armani valued the stability of a salaried job, Galeotti encouraged him to create designs under his own name. In 1975, the two of them founded the Armani label in Milan.

From his earliest days working in Italy, the designer excelled in both menswear and women's clothing--an unusual feat--and androgyny was a hallmark of his work. He was known for suits, and though they were often labeled "power suits," they were the antithesis of high-finance stuffiness. Loose and drapey, they evoked the Italian Renaissance ideal of sprezzatura, or "effortless elegance," and both men and women were seduced by them. Armani helped make pantsuits chic for women at a time when they were just becoming widely accepted as officewear and eveningwear.

His relationship with Hollywood took off in the 1980s. At the time, the red carpet was a site of chaos. Under the Hollywood studio system that had controlled the film industry since the late 1920s, in-house wardrobe departments typically served as both designers and stylists, dressing each studio's stable of actors for premieres and parties. That system collapsed in the 1960s, freeing actors to choose their own projects and collaborators but leaving them sartorially adrift. Although some stars had long-standing relationships with A-list fashion designers--Audrey Hepburn with Givenchy, Liza Minnelli with Halston--others turned to the Vegas-style glitz of homegrown Hollywood dressmakers such as Bob Mackie and Nolan Miller, or made their own clothes, as Moore did. The situation grew so dire that at one point, the Oscars telecast provided Academy-approved gowns and tuxedos free to presenters. As the show's costume designer, Ron Talsky, explained to the Daily News in 1984, attendees "would be offered suggestions on what to wear, but they just showed up and nobody really cared how they looked."

Yet Armani saw an opportunity: He believed that he could win over American customers through the entertainment industry. Diane Keaton was an early adopter of his designs and in 1978 wore one of his jackets while accepting her Oscar for Annie Hall. Just a couple of years later, his profile exploded. He had jumped at the chance to dress Richard Gere's posh hustler in the 1980 film American Gigolo, and in Armani's slouchy, sexy, unstructured suits, Gere "did more for the cause of men's fashions than any spiffy dresser since Cary Grant," a fashion editor at the Chicago Sun-Times gushed at the time. (The understated looks served as harbingers of today's stealth wealth and quiet luxury.) Armani's sales soared, and the designer went on to create menswear for many movies and TV shows, including Miami Vice, The Untouchables, The Dark Knight, The Wolf of Wall Street, and The Social Network.

Read: The polarizing movie that paved the way for Barbie-mania

In 1988, Armani opened a palatial 13,000-square-foot boutique on Rodeo Drive, making a bold claim to his self-appointed position as Hollywood's resident couturier. He installed a VIP showroom and hired a "director of entertainment-industry communications" to serve as a liaison between the boutique and the red carpet. He took pride in not paying celebrities for access, but he didn't hesitate to offer his preferred clients free or discounted clothes and all-expenses-paid trips to Milan to sit in the front row at his shows.

This was the opening salvo in a red-carpet arms race. Other designers quickly imitated Armani's tactics, but he was already an honorary member of the Hollywood elite. Julia Roberts wore an oversize menswear-inspired suit (complete with tie) to the 1990 Golden Globes, and Jodie Foster accepted her 1992 Oscar for The Silence of the Lambs in a pale-pink Armani suit with subtle silver beading. His clothing became equally popular with Hollywood agents and power brokers, such as the director Martin Scorsese, the producer Don Simpson, the Columbia Pictures president Dawn Steel, and the dapper NBA coach Pat Riley. Armani's relaxed silhouettes and lightweight Italian wools, crepes, and cashmeres worked as well in Los Angeles as they did in Milan. In 1990, Women's Wear Daily declared the Academy Awards the "Armani Awards." As the designer had predicted, by conquering Hollywood, he had conquered America.


The actor Richard Gere shows the designer Giorgio Armani his suit label, as guests watch the exchange, with the socialite Lee Radziwill. (Art Streiber / WWD / Penske Media via Getty)



Over the years, however, not everyone has applauded the changes that Armani ushered into Hollywood. Rita Watnick, the owner of the celeb-friendly Los Angeles vintage-clothing boutique Lily et Cie, didn't like that women were wearing pants to the Oscars; she blamed Armani for dressing down Hollywood. In 1999, after more designers had established relationships with celebrities and Oscar looks had become more uniformly tasteful, Anna Wintour suggested that the event's fashion had also become boring, writing in Vogue, "It was enough to make you yearn for the memorable fashion faux pas of years past, or at least a star secure enough to forgo designers and stylists and dare to express herself."

Armani, for his part, remained steadfast in his choices, and insisted that he maintained values of elegance in his work no matter what changed around him. At the same time, he seemed to welcome the idea that what happened on the red carpet might change again. In 2018, during the height of the #MeToo protests, when some stars turned clothing into a form of solidarity--rows and rows of them dressing in all black at the Golden Globes--he appeared to marvel at just how powerful a symbol that fashion on the red carpet had become. But he also noted that he didn't think it was necessarily surprising. "The red carpet," he wrote in The Guardian, "was always an opportunity for developing new ideas and thus for progress."
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Why This Administration Can't Fill Its Jobs

Making many officials work multiple roles is bad for governance.

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.

The best line of Donald Trump's three-hour-plus Cabinet meeting last week came not from the president but from Marco Rubio.

"Personally, this is the most meaningful Labor Day of my life, as someone who has four jobs," said Rubio, who was serving as secretary of state, acting national security adviser, acting archivist of the United States, and acting administrator of USAID. (He's since handed the latter to Russell Vought, who now also has three titles.) Three of these roles are subject to Senate confirmation; Rubio has been confirmed, and for that matter nominated, only as secretary of state. Trump has not put any nominee forward for the other two positions.

From top roles on down, the Trump administration continues to struggle to find people who can and will fill jobs, leaving the president to rely on a small circle of advisers, each playing multiple roles. The result is short-staffing and conflicts of interest that help explain why the executive branch has been bad at accomplishing not only its statutory responsibilities but also some of its political goals.

Consider Stephen Miran, the chair of the White House Council of Economic Advisers. Trump has nominated him to fill a recently vacated seat on the Federal Reserve's Board of Governors. Miran told senators during a hearing yesterday that if he is confirmed, he will not resign from the CEA.

"I have received advice from counsel that what is required is an unpaid leave of absence from the Council of Economic Advisers," Miran said. "And so, considering the term for which I'm being nominated is a little bit more than four months, that is what I will be taking." (Miran said that if confirmed to a full term, he would resign.)

In other words, Miran would be simultaneously serving (albeit without pay) a president who has demanded that the Fed lower interest rates and sitting on the ostensibly independent board that sets interest rates. Conflicts of interest aren't usually quite so obvious. The claim that an attorney advised Miran that his approach is fine is not encouraging: This administration seems to be able to get a lawyer to sign off on practically any arrangement. That doesn't mean the public should accept it. But don't worry--Miran demurred when a senator asked if he was Trump's "puppet."

Somehow, this is not the most disturbing case. Emil Bove, Trump's former personal lawyer and a top Justice Department official, was narrowly confirmed as a federal appeals judge in July. But between that vote and taking his spot on the bench, Bove continued to work at the Justice Department, reportedly attending both internal meetings and a public event--a highly unusual arrangement. Once again, this didn't appear to be an explicit violation of the judiciary's rules, because he hadn't yet been sworn in; nevertheless, he risked working on issues that could come before him in court. It doesn't take a law degree to see why this arrangement looks bad, especially at a moment when faith in the courts as a check on the executive branch is in question.

"Socializing with Trump is fine. Advising Trump is not fine. Putting himself physically in a place where it looks like he is identifying with the president's political agenda is not fine," the legal ethicist Stephen Gillers told The New York Times. Then again, Bove has never seemed all that concerned about appearing to be anything other than a Trump sycophant. During his confirmation process, he refused to say whether a third presidential term was permitted, despite the clear language of the Constitution, and accounts from several whistleblowers contradict statements he made in his confirmation hearing, which suggests that he may have lied to senators. (He denies this.)

I first wrote about Trump's use of dual-hatting, which is the term for one person filling multiple jobs, back in May. At the time, the possibility existed that this was a temporary state of affairs. Now it's starting to look more permanent. Despite a focus on identifying qualified nominees, a key point in Project 2025, Trump's pace of confirmations for top jobs is roughly the same as it was in his first, shambolic term. This comes even though Republicans control the Senate and have not voted down any nominees. Democrats have tried to slow down various appointments, and the GOP is considering the "nuclear option" to circumvent Democrats' efforts, but they can't confirm someone who hasn't even been nominated, as is the case for nearly 300 roles.

Jobs that don't have a person devoted to the work full-time are bad for effective governing. For example, the Department of Homeland Security recently told the nonprofit watchdog American Oversight that since early April, it has not been saving text messages exchanged by top officials, as required by law. (DHS later told the Times that it does preserve texts but did not explain why it had previously denied American Oversight's requests for them.) Responsibility for collecting public records and enforcing laws falls on the National Archives, which Rubio now runs, but he seems unlikely to crack down on DHS, even if he had the time to concentrate on the matter.

An ideological case for failing to appoint individuals for each opening is more plausible: Traditional conservatives who prefer that government do less might cheer this. But as I wrote last week, Trump is attempting to establish an extremely intrusive government that flexes its muscles in nearly every area of American life. That's hard to do with a skeleton crew, and it sometimes means staffers trying to do things that they don't really have the authority to do.

Or, in other cases, the expertise. This week, the Department of, uh, War reportedly approved plans to detail as many as 600 military lawyers to serve as temporary immigration judges. A shortage of immigration judges is a real problem that has dogged the U.S. government for years. A person who comes to the United States and requests asylum may wait for years before they receive a hearing or an interview. Some of those people will be accepted, but some will not, and the prospect of spending years in the U.S. while waiting is understandably attractive for migrants.

That doesn't mean military lawyers are a good solution, and not simply because the Pentagon seems to have its hands full of tricky legal situations, including the soft launch of martial law in American cities and what look like extrajudicial murders of suspected drug smugglers (the administration has said that it acted lawfully, but it hasn't offered a detailed explanation). Immigration law is notoriously complex. Bringing in military lawyers "makes as much sense as having a cardiologist do a hip replacement," Ben Johnson, the head of the American Immigration Lawyers Association, told the Associated Press.

This is the latest instance of Trump turning to the armed forces to do things for which they aren't trained or prepared. A militarized society isn't merely a threat to the Constitution and freedom; it's also unlikely to work very well. Nor is a Federal Reserve that's a subsidiary of the White House, or a federal bench that is a wing of the Department of Justice, which itself appears to be an appendage of Trump's personal legal team. These moves have the same ultimate effect as Trump's efforts to steamroll the judiciary and seize powers from Congress: They create a president who is worse-informed, worse-advised, and ever more powerful.

Related:
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 	Emil Bove is a sign of the times.
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Today's News

	 President Donald Trump signed an executive order renaming the Department of Defense as the Department of War, reviving the agency's pre-1947 title.
 
 	A new report from The New York Times details how a team of Navy SEALs in 2019 killed unarmed North Koreans on a secret mission approved by Trump to plant an electronic device to intercept communications of North Korea's leader, Kim Jong Un.
 	Federal agents detained 475 workers, most of them South Korean nationals, in what an official said was the largest-ever Department of Homeland Security enforcement operation on a single site, at a Hyundai facility in Georgia.
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	The Books Briefing: When the novelist Lauren Grodstein visited Tbilisi, Georgia, in 2023, the protests she witnessed made her think differently about perseverance, Boris Kachka writes.
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What It Costs to Be a Sorority Girl

By Annie Joy Williams

"There are three important things in a mother's life--the birth of her child, her daughter's wedding day, and sorority rush," Bill Alverson, a sorority-rush coach and the star of the Lifetime show A Sorority Mom's Guide to Rush, likes to say. Lately, rush is bigger and more competitive than ever, driven by a boom in TikTok content detailing the process. Coaches like Alverson have begun offering their services to girls--and their mothers--desperate to get a bid from elite sororities, and these services don't come cheap.


Read the full article.
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 	Not everything Trump does is a "distraction" from Jeffrey Epstein
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Culture Break


Pamela Smith / AP



Take a look. These photos of the week show the U.S. Open Tennis Championships, a sea lion in San Diego, a slippery-pole contest in Malta, and more.

Read. In his movies and his writing, the South Korean director Lee Chang-dong has long used images to suggest what can't be expressed, Lily Meyer writes.

Play our daily crossword.



Rafaela Jinich contributed to this newsletter.
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The 'Remarkable Ability' Many Dissidents Share

The novelist Lauren Grodstein visited Tbilisi, Georgia, in 2023, and the protests she witnessed made her think differently about perseverance.

by Boris Kachka




Want to hear more from The Atlantic's Books section? Join us at The Atlantic Festival, happening September 18-20 in New York City. The authors Walter Mosley, Susan Orlean, Alison Roman, Joshua Bennett, and Rita Dove will be in conversation with Atlantic writers. Learn more here.

When the American novelist Lauren Grodstein visited Tbilisi, Georgia, in 2023, its citizens were dancing in the face of riot police. She had come to research a novel that she was writing about an American woman at a personal crossroads; what she found, instead, was a nation protesting growing repression from its pro-Russian government. As Grodstein wrote this week in The Atlantic, Georgia's mass protests changed not only her novel but also her ideas about the choices she now faces at home.

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

	How a tradition forged in slavery persists today
 	How did Taylor Swift convince the world that she's relatable?
 	"At a family house party in San Jose, California," a poem by Thea Matthews
 	A book that doesn't seek to explain itself


The Tbilisi marchers' stamina impressed Grodstein the most; people came out, night after night, even as the likely futility of their efforts became clear. One regular attendee was, according to Grodstein, "fairly certain her protests won't change a thing." Nevertheless, this woman felt that she had no choice but to show up, even as the ruling party, Georgian Dream, continued to tighten control over Georgia's citizens and appeared to rig an election. That protester's worldview echoes the observations of my colleague Gal Beckerman, who has recently written about the mindset common to lifelong dissidents. Late last year, for example, he spoke with Benjamin Nathans, the author of a recent book on Soviet dissenters, who told him that many of them share "a remarkable ability to appreciate the hopelessness of what they're trying to accomplish, but persevere nonetheless."

Beckerman and Grodstein have been looking out for relevant lessons that could apply to the U.S., as the Trump administration attempts to erode pillars of American democracy--checks and balances, the right to due process, freedom of speech. Still, Grodstein acknowledges that neither repression nor resistance appears the same everywhere. The perseverance of Georgians is notable, she writes, because for them, "self-determination is not a centuries-old tradition but an objective that has been repeatedly thwarted."

Yet the uncomfortable parallels between the two nations are forcing Grodstein to think more about the decisions she makes every day in response to her own leaders' actions. "In my work as a writer, I now find myself actively accommodating the priorities of the government," she writes. She has stricken words such as diversity from federal grant applications and reframed projects to sound more patriotic; she has scrubbed some of her social media, for fear of being flagged at an airport. But after returning from the street battles she witnessed in Georgia, only to hear that ICE agents had detained a mother in her community, she asked herself: "When do I, too, put myself on the line?" It's never too early, she concludes, to ask such questions. As Georgians have taught her, "the fight for democracy is not the work of a month or two, but of years--of, perhaps, a lifetime."




Irakli Gedenidze / Reuters



What I Learned From the Georgia Protests

By Lauren Grodstein

A novelist traveled to the former Soviet republic in search of food and a story. She found a new understanding of how to stand up for democracy.

Read the full article.



What to Read

Made for Love, by Alissa Nutting

I love to suggest Nutting's work to people, even though it's been called "deviant"--if folks avoid me afterward, then I know they're not my kind of weirdo. She has a talent for developing outrageous concepts that also reveal earnest truths about what people expect from one another and why. One of the best examples is her novel Made for Love, perhaps better known as an HBO show starring the excellent Cristin Milioti. The book, too, is about a woman whose tech-magnate husband has implanted a chip in her head, but it grows far more absurd. (A subplot, for instance, features a con artist who becomes attracted to dolphins.) Nutting's scenarios sometimes remind me of the comedian Nathan Fielder's work: You will probably cringe, but you'll be laughing--and sometimes even nodding along.  -- Serena Dai

From our list: The one book everyone should read





Out Next Week

? This Is for Everyone: The Unfinished Story of the World Wide Web, by Tim Berners-Lee

? All the Way to the River: Love, Loss, and Liberation, by Elizabeth Gilbert


? Middle Spoon, by Alejandro Varela




Your Weekend Read


Photo-illustration by The Atlantic. Sources: belterz / Getty; DNY59 / Getty; Pictac / Getty; spxChrome / Getty; enjoynz / Getty.



What's the Point of a High-School Reunion?

By Jordan Michelman

The origin of reunions is unclear; scholarship on the tradition is scarce. They seem to have begun appearing on social calendars in the late 19th century, in some cases inspired by college-alumni events; in the early 20th century, they trickled down to high schools. By the 1980s, high-school reunions were widely depicted in popular culture: Falling in Love Again (1980), National Lampoon's Class Reunion (1982), Peggy Sue Got Married (1986). By the time I was cruising Blockbuster Video aisles in the late '90s, the must-rent specter of Romy and Michele, the protagonists respectively clad in their pink and lavender outfits, loomed large. The film solidified the reunion as a rite of passage, and imprinted in me what the experience of going to my own might someday be like: earnest, awkward, perhaps triumphant, and a referendum on what I'd done with my life once it had well and truly begun.

Read the full article.
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A Book That Doesn't Seek to Explain Itself

In his movies and his writing, the South Korean director Lee Chang-dong has long used images to suggest what can't be expressed.

by Lily Meyer




At the beginning of the South Korean writer and director Lee Chang-dong's 2018 thriller Burning, a movie adaptation of a Haruki Murakami short story, a young woman named Haemi invites a childhood acquaintance, Jongsu, to her apartment, which she complains gets natural light for only one moment a day, when the sun bounces off the Seoul Tower to shine in her window. She and Jongsu quickly begin having sex, which Lee shoots from Jongsu's perspective. The camera's gaze rises to the wall behind Haemi, where a sunbeam briefly appears. It's a shot lingering and lovely enough to become the point of the scene, although it carries no identifiable meaning. Is this sex scene a rare moment of light in Jongsu's and Haemi's lives, or does it mean more illumination is coming for both of them? Does the glow matter because it's there, or because it will soon be gone? Somehow, the shot and the questions it creates evoke melancholy and wonder at the same time. The experience isn't what you get from many thrillers--and, as such, is a reminder that Lee's not your average thriller-maker, but an internationally recognized master of his craft.

It's not easy to create an image that, like the shot of sunlight on Haemi's wall, evokes feelings rather than tells viewers how to feel. On the page, this is even more true than it is on-screen, given that any written description is an explanation. Lee, it would seem, is repelled by the explanatory mode in all his art--which includes fiction. Anglophone readers haven't had access to his work in this format before, but earlier this year Lee released a story collection, Snowy Day and Other Stories, that was translated by Heinz Insu Fenkl and Yoosup Chang. The four stories and three novellas within it are taken from books Lee published early in his career. He spent a decade writing plays and fiction before turning to screenwriting, and then directing. It seems entirely possible that this trajectory was a flight from explanation and directness: In an interview, he told The New Yorker's Cressida Leyshon that, to this day, "writing a short story and making a movie are essentially the same for me in terms of trying to communicate," which he described as his animating goal. "But film is not like literature--it's much harder to 'communicate' through film."

Read: How Burning captures the toll of extreme inequality in South Korea

Many movies, especially commercial ones, overcome this challenge by relying heavily on images that are the opposite of the sun on Haemi's wall: When you see James Bond taking an Alpine curve in a gorgeous car with a gorgeous woman, you likely know precisely what's going on and how to feel about it. Lee isn't interested in telling stories that way. Part of why he sees cinema as harder, he told Leyshon, is that "audiences are consuming more and more movies solely for the sake of entertainment and not for what they might communicate." Another way to put this could be to say that we frequently watch movies to be told a story, rather than to feel our way into it--a process that requires us to help tell the stories to ourselves. It would seem that this is what Lee means by communication. Across his body of work, he asks viewers and readers to interpret and intuit his meaning, to take part in his project rather than just taking it in.

None of this is to say that Lee's writing or directing is hard to follow. Snowy Day is full of clear, gripping, and suspenseful plots. They just don't strike me as the main point. Instead, the stories in this collection seem most interested in evoking the harsh and paranoid political setting from which they emerged--namely, the dictatorship of Chun Doo-hwan, whose government's harsh anti-communist fervor pervaded and dampened South Korean civil society. In his introduction to Snowy Day, Lee notes that he began publishing fiction three years after the 1980 Gwangju massacre of student protesters. He doubted the value of writing profoundly but felt a need to write about his times "as a way to avoid escaping reality." Rereading those stories now, he adds, "I can feel the air of the streets of those days mixed with the exhaust fumes and tear gas that stung my eyes." Here, as in the stories themselves, he turns swiftly to evocation: He judges his stories as worth revisiting because they make him feel the time when they were written. Although I hadn't yet been born in the '80s and have never visited any of their settings, they did the same for me. Perhaps unsurprisingly, given his turn to film, they do so largely through their images, which at times convey ineffable emotions, but also hold the frequently inexpressible--or unsafe to express--losses and humiliations of trying to survive under a repressive regime.



Lee's gift for imagery is evident from the very start of the collection, in its eponymous opening story. It begins with a run of truly astonishing description--astonishing, I should say, for any writer, but especially so for one at the very start of his career. (Of course, in Snowy Day, this achievement belongs not only to Lee but also to his translators, who are meticulous in their attention to visual detail.) "Snowy Day" is set on a remote military base where class tensions between two soldiers on patrol, exacerbated by one character's stereotypically masculine drive to assert his superiority through violence, end in tragedy. Running through the story--and through the collection as a whole--is a sense that such machismo, though it may lead to what can seem like animal brutality, is anything but instinctive. Rather, it's something men absorb: not only from life in the military, but also from life in a militarized society.

Read: Where Han Kang's nightmares come from

None of this is clear at the start of "Snowy Day," and yet even its most beautiful images are full of foreboding. Consider Lee's description of the base, where "sunbeams shone like spikes of ice above the parade ground, and the barracks beyond were buried in the deep shadow of the mountains--the division between light and dark seemed especially sharp. The tops of pine trees pierced the dark silhouette of the mountains in the low sunlight, glinting like bayonets affixed on rifle barrels." While this passage in no way tells readers what to be afraid of, it seems clear that we should be scared.

"Snowy Day," for all its loveliness, isn't subtle. It reads like a beginner's story, especially where plot is concerned. But putting it at the start of the collection is a wise decision; as Snowy Day moves on, Lee's use of imagery--and much else--gets more sophisticated, though the interest in the interplay of light and dark that appears in "Snowy Day," and is so apparent in Burning and the rest of his movies, doesn't change. He just seems to learn, as his career progresses, to wield it more surprisingly.

We see this skill in its fullest form in "A Lamp in the Sky," a phenomenal novella about a young woman, Shinhye, who tries to live quietly as a cafe waitress in a coal-mining town after getting suspended from college for supposed political agitation--though all she had done, in reality, was convene a group for the sake of "discussing campus issues with the dean's permission"; she soon gets arrested and brutally interrogated on the false premise that she's come there as a labor organizer. Lee concentrates on darkness from the moment Shinhye arrives in her new home. Coal dust covers the town, with "everything sunk into the darkest dark as if it had been smeared in black oil pastels. In the pit of that blackness, the lights of the cafes, bars, and inns seemed out of place." But the town's blackness isn't just about coal--or, for that matter, about the police abuse Shinhye suffers there. Instead, Lee turns it into a multipronged metaphor that communicates the difficulty of resisting repression, as well as Shinhye's personal struggle to see her ideas, desires, and self clearly.

None of this instability emerges until late in the interrogation, which is also late in the novella. Worn out and frightened, Shinhye imagines (or dreams, or hallucinates) her most politically fervent college friend telling her not to "give in to the darkness. We're still inside the tunnel of history." Rather than taking comfort in this counsel, Shinhye rebels against it. "When was there ever a time when we weren't in the tunnel of history?" she thinks. "My whole life I've been walking inside a dark tunnel of pain, a tunnel that never ends, with a dim light in the distance, not even knowing if that light is real." By shifting from the collective perspective of the "tunnel of history" to the more personal one of a "tunnel of pain," Lee changes not just the image, but the entire novella. Suddenly, it's no longer clear that its darkness belongs completely to its setting--meaning not just the coal town, but a country run by Chun Doo-hwan. Maybe Shinhye's unhappiness is solely the product of life under an oppressive government, but maybe some of it is a depression or sense of isolation that would have been hers regardless. Neither she nor the reader can fully tell. From this point on, "A Lamp in the Sky" is about the grief of never knowing, of having lost the right to understand one's own sadness. It's a complicated indignity, and one Lee communicates beautifully.

In his translator's note, Fenkl, who has read Lee's stories since the start of the latter's career, writes that the first time he watched one of Lee's movies, it seemed to him that the film derived much of its force from "the technique of its cinematography," which he "found to be already present back in the early '80s in in the language of Lee's short stories." Throughout Snowy Day, Lee makes moves that are easy to imagine on-screen. Brief, startling moments of illumination are everywhere in its stories; so are all kinds of optical illusions and distortions. Often, these, too, have a political valence. In "There's a Lot of Shit in Nokcheon," Junshik, an apolitical man tormented by envy of his activist half-brother's certainty, sees "the silhouette of a family walking toward him in the twilight" one evening. His immediate instinct is to covet their happiness. Then he realizes it's his own wife, daughter, and brother. By the end of the story, he's committed an act of cruelty that the silhouette moment sets up perfectly: With one brief scene, Lee suggests to his readers that Junshik sees even the people he loves as flat images, not full-fledged human beings such as him.

Such subtlety may not necessarily be what readers--perhaps American readers, in particular--expect from political fiction, which can have a reputation for being didactic and heavy-handed, designed to beat readers over the head, as if anything political were made in the mode of Soviet realism. Snowy Day is an important antidote to this false concept. It's also a reminder of the degree to which art forms blur together and influence one another. The scene in which Junshik mistakes his family members for lucky strangers would work beautifully in a movie. Many of the most powerful ones in Snowy Day would. Lee has said that he's not interested in adapting his own works, that he'd always rather choose "a new story to tell." I'm not generally one to want adaptations, but in this case, I wish he'd change his mind. The images in these stories evoke so much already. I'd like to see them with my eyes as well as my imagination--not to have them explained to me, but because I'm confident they would contain even more.
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Democrats' Epstein Derangement Syndrome

Not everything Donald Trump does is a "distraction" from Jeffrey Epstein.

by Mark Leibovich




Updated on September 5, 2025, at 2:55 p.m.

To hear Donald Trump's critics tell it, all of the disquieting news that the president has generated this summer--the FBI raid on former National Security Adviser John Bolton's home, the National Guard deployment in cities, Trump's attempt to fire Federal Reserve Governor Lisa Cook, his accusation that Barack Obama led a coup and committed "the crime of the century"--has been an effort to divert attention from the issue that truly terrifies Trump: the Jeffrey Epstein files.

It has become the Democrats' go-to exhortation: Trump is just doing this to distract you from Epstein. Do not fall for his grand scheme. In other words, America's descent into authoritarianism is a mere deflection.

No doubt, the president's past friendship with the late financier and accused sex trafficker is a legitimate problem for the White House. Trump has repeatedly tried to dismiss the matter, calling it "a Democrat hoax that never ends" as recently as Wednesday. But it has proved to be a rare Trump controversy that has shaken his otherwise steadfast base. His supporters were adamant during the 2024 campaign that Trump should release the Epstein files, and candidate Trump assured that he would. In February, Attorney General Pam Bondi claimed that Epstein's client list was "sitting on my desk right now to review." In fact, there was no such list, the Justice Department later announced. A MAGA mutiny ensued.

Democrats saw an opportunity and began accusing the president of creating all manner of diversions to steal attention from his Epstein entanglements. They have not stopped since, no matter how extraneous the scandal might be to the topic at hand--everything from ICE raids down to Trump's demand that the Washington Commanders change their name back to the Redskins and his threats to revoke Rosie O'Donnell's citizenship. You name the recent escapade, and some adversary has tried to dub it a ploy to distract from Epstein.

Read: Inside the White House's Epstein strategy

Upon learning that Trump had canceled former Vice President Kamala Harris's Secret Service protection last week, Senate Minority Leader Chuck Schumer retaliated by slapping Trump with a clever nickname, "Epstein Don" (take that, Mr. President!), and said that Trump was "ready to put everyone he can in danger to distract you from how he's hiding the Epstein files."

After Trump said that "CROOKED" Senator Adam Schiff should "be brought to justice," the California Democrat accused Trump of "political retribution" and "retaliation," in addition to "trying to distract from his Epstein-files problem."

Senator Patty Murray, a Democrat of Washington State, recently called Trump "a pathetic wannabe dictator" for sending federal agents and the National Guard into the District of Columbia. Murray claimed that he was trying to turn D.C. "into his personal police state" with a mission to--get this--"distract you from his connection to the Epstein files, skyrocketing costs, and his weak job numbers."

This is a curious strategy. Clearly, Trump's opponents think they have a killer weapon with Epstein and believe that they should deploy it whenever possible; polls show that large majorities of Americans are not buying Trump's assertion that the Epstein story is a "hoax." But Trump's strongman tactics are a far greater danger to America than his proclivity to "distract," which is a fairly standard political-communications practice.

The distraction drumbeat not only dilutes the seriousness of Trump's actions; it also exemplifies the Democrats' own lame efforts to communicate a potent opposition message. It would seem beside the point for them to divert the public's attention from the things this president does that are truly devious, un-American, and totalitarian. (See: Obama, Barack, fake AI-generated video of Oval Office arrest.) By constantly warning citizens not to lose focus on Epstein, Democrats imply that Trump's day-to-day abuses in office are mere stunts and can thus be safely ignored.

"It's so stupid. It drives me insane," Dan Pfeiffer, a Pod Save America co-host and former senior adviser to President Obama, told me. Democrats' overeagerness to "shoehorn" everything Trump does into some alleged Epstein cover-up looks forced and inauthentic, Pfeiffer added. "If all you have to say is 'Don't pay attention to this; pay attention to this other thing that polls better,' you're not actually motivating people." Other fervent anti-Trumpers have expressed similar frustration. "I want to congratulate leading Democrats for their insistence on saying the takeover of DC is a 'stunt' or a 'distraction,'" Bill Kristol, the editor at large of the center-right publication The Bulwark, wrote on X. "It's a rare trifecta of intellectual failure, political stupidity, and moral obtuseness."

Read: The Epstein 'client list' will never go away

And yet, Democrats continue to hurl the magic words in response to seemingly every brazen thing Trump does. Maryland Governor Wes Moore recently found himself in a social-media beef with Trump over the president's threat to send the National Guard into "out of control" and "crime-ridden" Baltimore. Trump also suggested that he might "rethink" the federal government's funding for the repair of Baltimore's "demolished" Francis Scott Key Bridge, which was toppled by a cargo ship last year. After more back-and-forth, Moore trotted out his big torpedo. "Trump is doing everything in his power to distract from the Epstein files," the governor wrote on X. "Really makes you wonder..."

Actually, what this makes me wonder is if Democrats' continuous invocations of the Epstein-distraction theory might reveal their own lack of imagination--and underscore their inability to find a more effective line of attack against a president who seems to be providing them with endless material. In fact, Democrats' eagerness to call everything a distraction from Epstein might even be distracting them from discussing much bigger and more far-reaching vulnerabilities for Trump (his failure to bring down prices, as he'd promised; the Republicans' massive and wildly unpopular reconciliation bill passed in July).

With Congress back in Washington after its summer recess, the Epstein story flared anew Wednesday morning when a group of his accusers held an emotional press conference outside the Capitol. "There is no hoax," one Epstein survivor said. "The abuse was real." The same morning, Trump was hosting Polish President Karol Nawrocki for a White House visit that featured a rare flyover of F-16s. A White House spokesperson said that the display was meant to honor a Polish army pilot who had died in a crash last month. But the spectacle also produced a long, loud roar over a large area of downtown Washington, which interrupted the victims' testimony for several seconds--an actual distraction, in contrast to some of the Democrats' more tortured claims.



*Sources: Joe Raedle / Getty; Saul Loeb / AFP / Getty; Bill Clark / CQ / Roll Call; Alex Wong / Getty; Ethan Miller / Getty
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Why Trump Loves Megaprisons

He keeps trying to get one of his very own.

by Nick Miroff




This article was updated on September 4, 2025 at 5:25pm ET.

In his second term, President Donald Trump has searched far and wide for a fearsome prison to call his own. He sent immigrant detainees to the Guantanamo Bay Navy base in early February and floated plans (that soon fizzled) to hold 30,000 people there. In March, he shipped planeloads of detainees to the CECOT megaprison in El Salvador. Trump has said he wants to reopen the federal penitentiary on Alcatraz Island in the San Francisco Bay, and has been so hung up on the branding that he opened a tent camp in the Florida swamps this summer that officials promoted as "Alligator Alcatraz." But the future of that site is looking shaky too, and the administration was forced to move detainees out of the facility after a federal court last month found that it violated environmental laws. A federal appeals court suspended that order today.

The maximum-security penitentiary in Angola, Louisiana, is the latest entry in Trump's casting call. Yesterday Department of Homeland Security Secretary Kristi Noem and Attorney General Pam Bondi held a press conference with Louisiana Republican Governor Jeff Landry to announce that they have moved 51 ICE detainees into a wing of the prison called Camp J. The administration plans to house about 400 ICE detainees--"the worst of the worst''--at the facility. Once known as "The Dungeon," Camp J was formerly used to lock inmates in solitary confinement, but the wing has been closed for years after falling into disrepair.

Built on an 18,000-acre former plantation along a bend in the Mississippi River, the prison dates to 1901, and Louisiana officials bill it as the nation's largest maximum-security penitentiary. In the 1960s and '70s, Angola earned a reputation for stabbings, riots, and squalor. It later drew documentary filmmakers and news crews that reported on its vocational programs and the rollicking annual rodeo it stages in a 10,000-seat arena, which is open to the public.

Eric Schlosser: 'We voted for retribution'

ICE facilities are meant to hold detainees temporarily while they await deportation, not as places to serve criminal prison sentences. But Noem told reporters the "legendary" Angola site will send a resounding message to would-be lawbreakers: "If you come into this country and you victimize someone, if you take away their child forever, if you traffic drugs and kill our next generation of Americans and if you traffic our children ... you're going to end up here."

"We're going to throw the book at you and everything else we have until you're out of this country," Noem said. Her message echoed the one she delivered months earlier, standing before a prison block in El Salvador stacked from floor to ceiling with tattooed gang members.

Noem and her staff have nicknamed the Angola facility the "Louisana Lockup." It's the latest in a series of new ICE detention centers that Trump officials have labeled with alliterative nicknames that make them sound like trading cards. They include the "Speedway Slammer" in Indiana and the "Cornhusker Clink" in Nebraska.

Landry told reporters that inmates don't try to escape from Angola, because the prison is bordered by the Mississippi River and surrounded by "swamps filled with alligators and forests filled with bears." The ICE detainees held at Angola will not interact with the general inmate population. "There's no mixing over here," he said. "All of the camps are completely isolated from one another."

Noem and other Trump officials say the infamy of their detention facilities helps the president's mass-deportation agenda by scaring more immigrants into voluntarily self-deporting to their home countries. Immigrants who commit crimes are subject to the same criminal consequences as any U.S. citizen. Those convicted of violent or other serious offenses are typically handed over to ICE only after they complete their sentences in state prisons or local jails. ICE then sends them to an immigration-detention facility to await deportation. Noem said 200 more ICE detainees from around the United States would arrive at the site in the coming weeks. One of the people Noem said would be sent there is a convict whom ICE says it deported to Cuba several weeks ago.


Camp 57 at Angola Prison, the Louisiana State Penitentiary (Matthew Hinton / AFP / Getty)



Kings and despots have always relied on prisons to instill fear. They're a common feature of today's autocratic regimes, from Iran to Russia to Venezuela. The United States has had its own notorious lockups--Leavenworth, San Quentin, Alcatraz--but U.S. presidents don't typically treat their fearsome reputations as a domestic-policy tool.

Nick Miroff: In Trump immigration cases, it's one thing in public, another in court

Trump has mused openly about subjecting immigrants, as well as U.S. citizens, to harsher punishment, and said he's directed aides to assess the legality of banishing American-citizen offenders to the El Salvador megaprison where, until recently, no one had ever emerged alive.

Eunice Cho, an attorney who runs the ACLU National Prison Project, which monitors immigration detention, told me the message the administration is trying to send by selecting Angola is "another example of the Trump administration's attempt to use facilities that are notoriously associated with histories of abuse and deprivation."

Immigration detention "is an entirely civil status, and it is supposed to be a place where people are held while they are awaiting adjudication of their civil immigration cases. It is not supposed to be punitive at all. That is underscored by federal law, and the Supreme Court," Cho told me.

"The detention of people at a prison that is known to have brutal conditions of confinement raises serious questions as to whether or not the government is engaging in unconstitutional, punitive conditions of confinement," she added. Cho declined to say if the ACLU was preparing to challenge the administration in court.

The Angola site is the tenth detention center ICE operates in Louisiana, which has more than any other state. The latest government data show that ICE is holding more than 61,000 detainees nationwide, a record. The "big, beautiful bill" Trump signed in July included $45 billion to double ICE detention capacity to more than 100,000 beds. The agency tends to get a far warmer welcome in Republican-run states, especially in the South, where wages are lower and rural counties are hungry for jobs.

At a hiring expo I attended outside Dallas last week, ICE officials told applicants that the agency has more entry-level openings in Louisiana than any other part of the country. Many of those jobs are in the for-profit detention centers that feed into ICE's main hub for deportation flights, the Alexandria Staging Facility, a two-hour drive from Angola.

There are close ties between Trump's DHS leaders and Louisiana. Corey Lewandowski, the longtime Trump retainer who has been serving as a "special government employee" at DHS and the unofficial chief of staff for Noem, is close to Landry and helped run the governor's 2023 campaign. Madison Sheahan, who worked with Noem when she was governor of South Dakota and remains one of her closest aides, previously ran the Louisiana Department of Wildlife and Fisheries. Noem installed Sheahan, a 28-year-old with no federal law-enforcement experience, as the deputy director of ICE. Sheahan shared the stage Wednesday with Landry, Noem, and Bondi and said the new facility at Angola will provide detainees the same access to attorneys, videoconference rooms, and other resources available at other ICE detention sites.

"This is a model for the country of what ICE is expecting from our partners," Sheahan told reporters.

DHS did not respond to questions about how much the department will pay Louisiana to house immigrant detainees, nor the terms of any operating agreements with the private contractors Landry said would help run the ICE facility. And DHS and ICE did not respond to questions about what role, if any, Lewandowski played in facilitating the deal. Landry said the facility would operate "in the black" at a profit. "That was the instructions I got from the White House," he told reporters.

Gisela Salim-Peyer: No one was supposed to leave alive

Trump officials are hoping the Angola site will be on surer legal footing than "Alligator Alcatraz." A federal judge in Florida told the state last month it had to shut down the tent camp, built on an isolated airstrip in the middle of the Everglades. The judge said the tent camp's hasty construction had bypassed public-input requirements and an environmental-impact study. Florida Governor Ron DeSantis, a Republican, and Trump officials have appealed the ruling, but the state says it may lose $218 million if it's required to close the site. A federal appeals court today allowed the state to continue using the facility while the matter makes its way through the legal system.

Landry used emergency authorities to order the quick renovation of the Angola prison's Camp J section in order to accept ICE detainees. His staff has nicknamed the wing "Camp 57," as Landry is Louisiana's 57th governor, and freshly painted lettering provided a press-conference backdrop. Adding confusion, DHS officials have called it "Camp 47" because Trump is the 47th president.

As Landry and the Trump officials toured the ICE wing, Sheahan at one point invited Noem to enter a cell where ICE detainees will be held, according to video released by Forbes. Sheahan explained to her that the cell had "bedsheets and all that stuff." The two appeared to share a joke and emerged smiling, then continued inspecting the other cells. "They look great," Sheahan said.
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The Wrong Way to Win Back the Working Class

<span>Automatic deference to labor unions has not paid off for Democratic politicians.</span>

by Jonathan Chait




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

In its period of exile, the Democratic Party has a lot of decisions to make. One of those decisions concerns its relationship with organized labor. Joe Biden and members of his administration--and, indeed, much of the party's leadership--believed that forming a historically tight partnership with organized labor would help arrest the party's decline with the working class. They turned out to be wrong. Working-class voters, even the small and shrinking share of them who belong to private-sector unions, continued drifting away, seemingly unimpressed by Union Joe's long list of policy concessions.

Having seen their labor strategy collapse, Democrats are weighing two choices. One school of thought, favored on the progressive left, is that if Biden didn't win back working-class voters, it's because he wasn't pro-union enough. For example, a recent newsletter by Dan Pfeiffer, a former Obama-administration official turned podcaster, argues that the path to winning back blue-collar voters requires (among other things) that Democrats "become even more pro-union." Pfeiffer doesn't explain why a more ardent alliance with organized labor would succeed for future Democratic candidates when it failed for Biden, or even how exceeding Biden on this score would be possible. The necessity and utility of the maneuver are simply taken as axiomatic.

A wiser strategy, one that a handful of Democrats have gingerly broached, would be to revert to the party's traditional, pre-Biden stance toward labor. This approach would recognize that the political cost of trying to satisfy the labor movement's every demand is rising, and the number of votes that the movement delivers in return for such fealty is shrinking. The experience of the Biden administration, and of some Democratic-run localities, suggests that automatic deference to unions can undermine what ought to be politicians' top priority right now: lowering the cost of living. Which means it is making the goal of winning back working-class voters harder, not easier.

The Democrats have been the pro-labor party since the New Deal. But, before Biden, their alliance with labor was never unqualified. Democrats broadly supported laws that protected the right to organize, as well as the generous minimum-wage and social-insurance laws that unions favored. However, they made exceptions when they believed that union demands ran contrary to the public interest. Franklin D. Roosevelt himself sometimes intervened against striking unions, and even opposed public-sector unionization on principle. Harry Truman and John F. Kennedy had episodic fights with labor even as they usually took its side. Bill Clinton broke with labor to enact the North American Free Trade Agreement. Barack Obama offended teachers' unions by supporting education reform, and defied some industrial unions by capping the tax break on expensive health-insurance plans.

Biden chose a different approach. He vowed to be "the most pro-union president leading the most pro-union administration in American history." In practice, this meant not merely giving unions their customary seat at the table and vigorously enforcing labor law, as previous Democratic administrations had done, but exceeding that support in both symbolic and substantive ways. Biden called himself "a union man," joined an auto-worker picket line and, with rare exceptions, gave labor nearly absolute deference on any issue in which it held a direct stake. His administration directed $36 billion in federal spending to bail out the Teamsters' pension fund.

Yet even before he abandoned his reelection bid, Biden's standing among working-class voters was dismal. Once Kamala Harris replaced him as the nominee, she failed to garner an endorsement from the International Association of Fire Fighters, the International Longshoremen's Association, or the United Mine Workers of America--or even the Teamsters. Harris won a majority of union households, but according to Pew data, these voters swung toward Donald Trump by six points compared with 2016, in terms of two-party vote share.

Why did the administration's approach to unions fail to reap electoral rewards? One reason is that, as some union leaders have acknowledged, their members have begun basing their votes more on cultural issues, such as guns, immigration, and trans rights, than on economic ones. But there is another factor at play, one much less widely recognized: Uncritical fealty to union demands can cause Democrats to adopt policies that actually threaten working-class voters' material well-being.

Michael Podhorzer: The paradox of the American labor movement

Biden's long list of concessions to unions was not free. He kept in place tariffs Trump had imposed during his first term, raised them on Canadian lumber and solar panels from Southeast Asia, and made no effort to revive the Trans-Pacific Partnership or any free-trade agreement. He imposed more stringent rules favored by labor on domestic shipping and federal construction projects. None of these measures had a large effect individually. Collectively, they and others like them impeded Biden's goal of reopening the economy and then bringing down the inflation that followed.

The potential for conflict between labor-backed positions and the broader public good can sometimes sit in plain sight, unnoticed by unions or even third-party observers. A recent New York Times story quotes a labor official in Nevada complaining that the Democratic Party alienated union members by failing to focus on affordability. The same article cites the union's complaints that Democratic legislators in the state voted in 2023 to end a requirement for daily hotel-room cleanings.

That requirement, adopted in the early days of the coronavirus pandemic, was expensive and became obsolete once scientists realized that the virus did not, in fact, spread through surface contact. Amazingly, the union that backed the daily-cleaning measure--and withheld support from Democrats who finally rescinded it three years later--is permitted in the article to pose as a champion of affordability, when it was fighting for a make-work requirement that pushed up hotel costs.

Labor's preferences were easier to align with Democratic policy goals in the aftermath of the 2008 financial crisis. Unemployment was high, the economy needed more stimulus, and policies that created more jobs were helpful in generating economic growth. (John Maynard Keynes famously argued during the Great Depression that hiring workers to dig holes and fill them again would still stimulate the economy.) But under the current conditions of low unemployment and elevated inflation, make-work policies and excessive government spending are much more harmful.

The rise of the abundance agenda, which focuses on removing barriers to providing Americans with a higher standard of living, especially by increasing the housing supply, has made the tension between these goals a subject of contentious debate on the left. This doesn't make the abundance agenda anti-union. As Derek Thompson and Ezra Klein point out in Abundance, a book that otherwise mostly skirts the labor issue, countries with much higher union density than the United States have managed to build transportation infrastructure far more cheaply. Indeed, the paradigmatic case of abundance-agenda liberalism in action, Pennsylvania Governor Josh Shapiro's rapid rebuild of a collapsed I-95 bridge, was undertaken cooperatively with unions.

The abundance agenda does, however, create more than occasional friction with union demands. Public-employee unions support strict rules on compensation and firing that make it harder for the government to work as nimbly as the private sector. In California, where the housing shortage is especially dire, unions have used laws that hold up housing construction as leverage to extract concessions from developers. The California high-speed-rail authority, which is closing in on two decades of work without any usable track, continues to boast of the high-paying jobs it has created. This reflects one side of a philosophical divide within the party over whether to treat high labor costs as a core goal of public-infrastructure projects--or as, well, a cost.

The abundance agenda thus implies that Democrats need to return to their pre-Biden relationship with organized labor. This has generated intense backlash. At a high-profile conference in April, the moderate commentator Josh Barro said, "When I look at policies in New York that stand in the way of abundance, very often if you look under the hood, you eventually find a labor union at the end that's the driver."

This comment, a video clip of which was promptly shared on X, was treated like an act of war by the online left. "Bashing unions and calling for cutting wages and benefits will only lose us even more working class voters and elections," Greg Casar, a progressive Democratic House member from Texas, posted in response. Left-wing magazines such as Jacobin, The Nation, and Current Affairs seized on Barro's comment as having exposed a barely concealed desire to crush labor.

Jonathan Chait: The coming Democratic civil war

The divide revealed by this episode is not about the general merit of unions, or about specific policy questions related to unions, but whether policy specifics need to be taken into account at all. The labor movement and its progressive allies treat support for labor as a binary question. To oppose any discrete union policy is to join the ranks of enemies of labor and therefore the progressive movement itself.

That might sound like an unfairly broad characterization. But the polemics attacking the abundance agenda as anti-labor are notable for their lack of substantive engagement. They treat even the most indefensible union demands as implicitly sacrosanct. One example is a requirement in New York City that subway trains employ two operators. In a column published first in Common Dreams, republished by In These Times, and republished yet again by Jacobin, Dylan Gyauch-Lewis describes opposition to the two-operator rule as prima facie evidence of abundance liberals' "skepticism of labor." She does not bother to argue, or even assert, that this rule has any public-safety (or other) value.

Running through this line of argument is the idea that unions can do no wrong. Ro Khanna, a progressive representative from California who has praised aspects of the abundance agenda, recently told a meeting of the Teamsters,"The problem is not with the Teamsters. The problem is with the Democratic Party. We can't expect people to vote if we don't stand for working-class issues."

Recall that the Teamsters declined to endorse Harris in 2024 even after the Biden administration bailed out its pension fund. If that doesn't count as standing up for working people, Biden must be wondering if he can have the $36 billion back to spend on something else.

Campaigning and governing both involve trade-offs. Democrats can and should defend the right to organize and support positions held by unions that don't impose a major drag on the public good. Winning the support of working-class voters requires compromising with their views on social policy, which risks alienating other progressive groups. Making policy decisions sometimes presents a choice between the financial well-being of an interest group, including unions, and the broader public.

The Biden administration tried to inhabit a reality in which none of these choices existed. They could appeal to social liberals and compensate for their shortcomings with the working class by giving the unions a virtual veto over policy. The formula is so seductive that many Democrats still refuse to notice that it doesn't actually work.
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The Anti-Trump Strategy That's Actually Working

Lawsuits, lawsuits, and more lawsuits

by Michael Scherer




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

Days after Attorney General Pam Bondi tried to put an end to the Justice Department's revelations about Jeffrey Epstein, captains of the legal resistance gathered by Zoom. Norm Eisen, a former attorney for Barack Obama's White House, had convened lawyers, Democratic communications strategists, a neoconservative Trump critic, and a former chair of the Michigan Democratic Party. This one was big, Eisen said from his parked car in Baltimore, where he had traveled for a lawsuit to overturn President Donald Trump's cuts to AmeriCorps. They should move quickly.

"The Trump-Epstein story is the story of the Trump administration--corruption benefiting his rich and powerful cronies at the expense of vulnerable people," Eisen explained as I lurked on the July call with everyone's permission.

The plan was to file a Hail Mary lawsuit to force the Department of Justice to release any documents in its possession that tie Epstein, a convicted child sex offender, to Trump. Eisen's team had already filed the request for anything that connects the two men, under the Freedom of Information Act. The FOIA is normally a weak tool for unlocking investigative records gathered for criminal investigations, but Eisen had a legal theory: Because the DOJ had argued under pressure after Bondi's announcement that the extraordinary public interest in the Epstein case required the unsealing of grand-jury testimony, they could argue the same thing. And that was just the beginning.

Eisen, who has pursued more than 100 legal matters against Trump since his second inauguration, explained that he wanted to try the case in the court of law and the court of public opinion. He asked for an update on an op-ed he had written raising questions about "a potential cover up" of Trump's dealings with Epstein. He wanted a plan from Lavora Barnes, the former Michigan party chair, about how they would get elected leaders to discuss the Epstein records. He wanted a press plan to publicize the requests they had already filed, and the lawsuit they would file a few weeks later. A discussion followed about whether they should also try to intervene in the Justice Department's effort to unseal grand-jury testimony, how many of the Epstein records they should demand to release, and how the Epstein issue fit with other arguments against Trump. "We have an extremely strong horse right now. Let's just ride that," said Bill Kristol, the resident neoconservative. "We want to know what's going on with the Epstein files."

The first seven months of Trump's Oval Office do-over have been, with occasional exception, a tale of ruthless domination. The Democratic opposition is feeble and fumbling, the federal bureaucracy traumatized and neutered. Corporate leaders come bearing gifts, the Republican Party has been scrubbed of dissent, and the street protests are diminished in size. Even the news media, a major check on Trump's power in his first term, have faded from their 2017 ferocity, hobbled by budget cuts, diminished ratings, and owners wary of crossing the president.

One exception has stood out: A legal resistance led by a patchwork coalition of lawyers, public-interest groups, Democratic state attorneys general, and unions has frustrated Trump's ambitions. Hundreds of attorneys and plaintiffs have stood up to him, feeding a steady assembly line of setbacks and judicial reprimands for a president who has systematically sought to break down limits on his own power. Of the 384 cases filed through August 28 against the Trump administration, 130 have led to orders blocking at least part of the president's efforts, and 148 cases await a ruling, according to a review by Just Security. Dozens of those rulings are the final word, with no appeal by the government, and others have been stayed on appeal, including by the Supreme Court.

"The only place we had any real traction was to start suing, because everything else was inert," Eisen told me. "Trump v. the Rule of Law is like the fight of the century between Ali and Frazier, or the Thrilla in Manila or the Rumble in the Jungle. It's a great heavyweight battle."

The legal scorecard so far is more than enough to provoke routine cries of "judicial tyranny" by Trump and his advisers. "Unelected rogue judges are trying to steal years of time from a 4 year term," reads one typical social-media complaint from Trump's senior adviser Stephen Miller. "It's the most egregious theft one can imagine."

But Miller's fury was, in part, misdirected. Before there can be rulings from judges, there must be plaintiffs who bring a case, investigators who collect facts and declarations about the harm caused, and lawyers who can shape it all into legal theories that make their way to judicial opinions. This backbone of the Trump resistance has as much in common with political organizing and investigative reporting as it does with legal theory.

"It should give great pause to the American public that parties are being recruited to harm the agenda the American people elected President Trump to implement," White House spokeswoman Abigail Jackson told me in a statement.

Even those at the center of the fight against Trump view their greatest accomplishments as going beyond the temporary restraining orders or permanent injunctions they won. Without the court fights, the public would not know about many of the activities of Elon Musk's DOGE employees in the early months of the administration. They would not have read headlines in which federal judges accuse the president's team of perpetrating a "sham" or taking actions "shocking not only to judges, but to the intuitive sense of liberty that Americans far removed from courthouses still hold dear." Kilmar Abrego Garcia would not have become a household name. Even cases that Trump ultimately won on appeal--such as his ability to fire transgender soldiers, defund scientific research, and dismiss tens of thousands of government employees--were delayed and kept in the news by the judicial process.

In Trump immigration cases, it's one thing in public, another in court

Since Inauguration Day, executive orders have been defanged or blocked, agency closures delayed, government-employee firings reversed. Deportation flights have been delayed, law firms have freed themselves from Trump's retaliation, and foreign students have won the ability to continue studying at U.S. universities. Courts have forced the president to restore cut services and spending to AmeriCorps, the U.S. African Development Foundation, the CDC, and other agencies. They have upended an effort by the Office of Refugee Resettlement to make it more difficult to release unaccompanied minors from government custody and forced Trump to pay for foreign-aid bills he had hoped to stiff-arm. A federal appeals court ruled Friday that many of Trump's tariffs were illegal, setting up a likely hearing by the Supreme Court.

"The biggest victory, I think, has been in terms of highlighting the egregious nature of what Trump is doing," Rushab Sanghvi, the general counsel for the American Federation of Government Employees, told me. "It is getting the public to understand how terrible it is."

The groundwork for these victories was laid before Trump was even reelected, in a series of summits in 2023 and 2024. Universities hosted symposiums. Organized labor held private meetings. International experts, who had been studying Hungary's Viktor Orban, warned that Trump would move quickly and try to overwhelm his opponents. "We needed to flood the zone with rule-of-law shock and awe," Eisen told me after the Zoom call.

The plan that emerged was not focused on centralizing a response, but on running a barrage of coordinated efforts. Attorneys general would represent states, advocacy groups such as Public Citizen and the ACLU would focus on their areas of expertise, and the unions would gather stories from their members and identify plaintiffs who could show harm. Atop this infrastructure, new organizations took shape, bringing in tens of millions of dollars to pay for it all.

The offices of Democracy Forward, the single largest source of Trump's legal troubles, look from the inside like those of any corporate Washington law firm. From the building's corner windows, the group's more than 130 staff members--about half of them attorneys--can just make out the White House a couple of blocks down the street. By their count, they have also filed more than 100 legal actions so far this year against Trump, often with union, nonprofit, or local-government partners.

Since 2021, the group had been operating on the assumption that American democracy was backsliding, and that the outcome of the 2024 election would merely determine whether it sped up or slowed down. By early 2024, it had established working groups with other organizations to begin sketching out the "threat matrix" of a second Trump term, placing particular focus on the Heritage Foundation's Project 2025, which Trump distanced himself from while campaigning but has largely embraced while in office. "We knew that if the federal landscape were to regress, people would have very few levers of power left," Skye Perryman, Democracy Forward's president, told me. "They would be able to go to the streets and to vote, and they would be able to use litigation."

Democracy Forward's first filing, to gain access to the deliberations of DOGE, hit the docket of the D.C. district court within hours of Trump taking the oath of office. Eisen's Democracy Defenders Fund, which has about two dozen attorneys, and three other legal groups filed similar suits at the same time. The decision to sue so soon was controversial. Perryman remembers some elected Democrats, among others, urging her to hold back. But she had been gaming out the moment for more than a year. She had a theory of the case and a coalition that saw the moment as she did. "Right now, it's fight versus no fight, rather than left or center-left," she told me.

'I run the country and the world.'

One week later, the group faced its first crisis. The Office of Management and Budget released a memo telling federal agencies to "temporarily pause all activities related to obligation or disbursement of all Federal financial assistance," a seismic order that threatened to close hundreds of federally funded programs around the country. "Our litigators knew on the surface: This is unlawful," Megan Uzzell, Democracy Forward's director of external affairs, told me. But to build a case, they needed plaintiffs who had been harmed. That night, they worked the phones, signing up an array of groups that received federal funding and needed lawyers, such as the National Council of Nonprofits, the American Public Health Association, and the Main Street Alliance. "We developed that," Uzzell said. "Our litigators stayed up all night long developing the legal framework, and we were in court by 10 o'clock the next morning." The memo was stayed by a court that day and withdrawn by the White House the next.

A pattern developed. Attorneys drafted legal arguments for potential moves by Trump, worked the phones to find plaintiffs and dig up facts, and then rushed to court. "It is what the administration didn't think the legal community would be able to do," Perryman told me. "This is highly factually intense work. It's designed that way so that the administration can go in and make a bunch of technical arguments, and we have met them every step of the way."

Shortly after Trump's second inauguration, a school-committee member for Easthampton, Massachusetts, received a Facebook Messenger text from an old college friend asking if she would be interested in going to court. Democracy Forward was preparing a lawsuit against Trump to challenge expected cuts to the Department of Education, and they were looking for plaintiffs.

Easthampton is a former mill town in the western part of the state, with a school district of about 1,400 kids and 118 teachers, and a working-class population that is far more politically mixed than much of the broadly liberal area. For the mayor and the school committee, going to court was not an easy decision. The superintendent and the district's lawyer were initially skeptical. But Sam Hunter, who received the outreach, along with his school-committee colleague Laura Scott, decided to push ahead anyway.

"The conversation was, 'You are in 1938 Berlin. Which kind of person are you?'" Scott remembered. "This is the closest you are going to get to that moment." Democracy Forward also signed up the Somerville, Massachusetts, school district, along with a set of public-employee unions. The case eventually merged with a similar lawsuit filed by Democratic state attorneys general.

Weeks later, Hunter found himself in a Boston courtroom listening to the federal judge Myong J. Joun consider Trump's decision to eliminate about half of the staff at the Department of Education in the name of efficiency. The president had acknowledged that he could not get rid of the department altogether--Trump's stated goal--without an act of Congress. But his lawyers argued that he had the power to make personnel decisions in the meantime, even if that meant firing half of the employees. The question before the judge was whether the government's claims made constitutional sense.

Joun, who was nominated by President Joe Biden, had before him a raft of details about Easthampton's concerns. The Education Department's Office for Civil Rights, which had been targeted for dismantling by Trump, had worked closely with the district to resolve issues of racial bias in how the schools disciplined their students. Their transportation options, class sizes, and accommodations for students with disabilities all depended on federal support.

"Do you drink coffee?" Joun asked Deputy Assistant Attorney General Eric Hamilton at a hearing, in late April.

"I do," Hamilton responded for the government.

"I drink coffee every morning," the judge continued. "I go to Dunkin' Donuts, and when I walk in, there is a person behind the counter. There is a person making a fresh pot of coffee. If I want a sandwich, there's a person at the sandwich station ... Let's say one morning there is no one there. I don't think the plaintiffs are saying that Dunkin' Donuts should hire these three employees back. I think what they're saying is they want their cup of coffee."

At another point in the argument, Joun dismissed the government's claim that Trump's order was legal because it said in the text that it would not violate the law, comparing it to a teenager coming up with a nonsensical explanation for breaking a parent's rules.

Hunter was surprised by the lighthearted tone. It was clear to him that Joun was on the side of the schools. "Every time he made one of those jokes, I would look around and think: Are we all laughing?" Hunter told me.

Joun ruled that Trump's cuts overstepped his authority, quoting at length from the briefs that Easthampton had filed. "The idea that Defendants' actions are merely a 'reorganization' is plainly not true," he wrote, issuing a preliminary injunction that prohibited the Department of Education from going through with its planned layoffs. Weeks later, the First Circuit Court of Appeals unanimously upheld the ruling, sending it to the U.S. Supreme Court.

"All of our lawsuits tell stories," Randi Weingarten, the head of the American Federation of Teachers, which was a co-plaintiff in the lawsuit and 11 others, told me. "But you can't ask the judge to do all the work. If you want to prevail, you have to put real stories and real harm in front of the judge."

The Supreme Court's liberals are trying to tell Americans something

The Supreme Court ultimately voided Joun's ruling in an order that offered no reasoning. "The majority apparently deems it more important to free the Government from paying employees it had no right to fire than to avert these very real harms while the litigation continues," Justice Sonia Sotomayor wrote in a dissent joined by the Court's two other Democratic appointees. The Department of Education employees were dismissed. But the law remains unsettled. Joun has ordered amended complaints to be filed by October 15, setting up a winter battle that could eventually end up back at the Supreme Court.

Eisen believes that these legal struggles against Trump are just the opening minutes of a much larger battle. "He did not win that round. We did not win either," he told me, "but we held our own, and that in itself is a victory."

The Supreme Court, which has so far appeared more favorable to Trump than district courts, could ultimately tilt the scorecard in the president's favor, as the justices begin to consider the substance of the legal questions presented by Trump. But the ultimate score will not be recorded on just the appellate docket or in the list of injunctions that are left to stand. Organizers are tracking Trump's approval ratings, as well, anticipating the effect the legal efforts could have on the 2026 midterm elections. "Despite the bluster from the White House, the president has been losing public support. He is losing in court in ways that he did not anticipate," Perryman told me. Voters have the power to provide the ultimate check.

The president is also providing more fodder for more lawsuits. The many aggressive tactics by ICE have spawned new cases, as has the deployment of federal officers and National Guardsmen to try to crack down on crime in D.C. Eisen is working on a plan for a lawsuit against Trump that challenges the financial benefits he and his family have enjoyed since taking office. The battle, in short, is just beginning.

"The demand for lawyers that are willing to defend people from the government is exponentially greater today than it was on day one," Perryman told me. "We believe the next 200 days are going to be even more significant than the first 200 days."
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What We Lose by Distorting the Mission of the National Guard

A compact that has defined the National Guard's legitimacy for generations is being shattered.

by Christopher Purdy




In October 2006, an early winter storm buried western New York under two feet of snow, knocking out power to more than 300,000 homes as temperatures plunged below freezing. Local agencies were overwhelmed. That was the first time I mobilized with the National Guard for domestic-disaster response. We did what Americans expect the Guard to do: Neighbors in uniform arrived with trucks, generators, and training to help our communities recover.

That deployment demonstrated a compact that has defined the National Guard's legitimacy for generations: In extraordinary times, citizen soldiers mobilize to reinforce civilian authority and protect their neighbors. But over the past six months, that trust has shattered. Guardsmen have been called up to fulfill roles far outside their intended purpose, in ways that don't deliver safety and instead escalate tensions in the very neighborhoods they're meant to protect. They've been sent to L.A. to support immigration enforcement and deployed to Washington, D.C., to address an alleged crime crisis. They may soon be organized into specialized units to travel the country for crime suppression and protest control.

The image of the Guard is no longer one of neighbors helping fill sandbags and issuing warm blankets after a storm. It's soldiers standing post on city streets, functioning as police by another name.

I served as a combat engineer in the Army National Guard, where I trained as part of a team that would respond in the case of an attack that used weapons of mass destruction. Our job was clear: pull people from rubble, decontaminate the area, and stabilize the injured. We operated under a civilian incident commander, never questioning whom we were helping or what politics they held. That clarity shaped my understanding of the National Guard: It exists to support, not supplant, civilian institutions.

What is happening today breaks that model and continues a decades-long trend. For some time, politicians at both the federal and state levels have treated the National Guard as a catchall solution to avoid investments in public infrastructure. In 2022, New Mexico called up its National Guard to serve as substitute teachers; in 2021, Massachusetts activated its Guard as bus drivers; and in 2020, the governor of New York had the National Guard serve as New York City garbage collectors. Now the Trump administration is using state troops to fill gaps in law-enforcement capacity without the accountability, training, and community trust that real policing requires.

This trend is dangerous for American democracy. Using the National Guard as the stopgap for every underfunded or politically difficult issue blurs the line between supporting civil authorities and wielding coercive force. It also hollows out civilian capacity: Political leaders who use the military to patch up social problems are deferring the lasting solutions that these problems require. Instead of building a pipeline of educators, school districts have their governor call up troops as teachers; instead of modernizing sanitation systems, municipal leaders get soldiers to haul trash.

Read: Why is the National Guard in D.C.? Even they don't know

But perhaps the most important loss is trust. The National Guard's moral authority rests on showing up when lives are on the line and then standing down when the crisis ends. The country's Founders understood this deeply. George Washington's Newburgh Address to his officers, in 1783, and his later decision to relinquish his commission enshrined the principle of civilian control. Today, as Americans see Guardsmen deployed in roles that resemble policing, that trust frays. Service members also feel the dissonance. One member of the California National Guard told me that they were proud to be called up in January to support firefighters during the Palisades Fire. When this member was activated again just six months later, as part of a federal mobilization that ordered the National Guard to support immigration enforcement, they saw the earlier warm welcome and relief on the faces of L.A. residents replaced by dread. Trained for combat and disaster response, members of the National Guard now find themselves cast as occupiers in their own communities.

Leaders justify these deployments as responses to exigent circumstances, such as a shortage of police to fight rising crime. But crime is a policy problem with deep social roots. It requires sustained civilian work: officers accountable to neighborhoods, courts that move cases fairly, and social services that address addiction and poverty. Soldiers can make a show of force on city streets, but real public safety requires strengthening ties of trust across communities and providing reliable due process. Do we really want to live in a country where troop presences substitute for actual governance, and civic problems are met with military deployments?

The national-security costs of using the Guard in this way are real too. For three decades, Guardsmen have rotated through seemingly never-ending deployments to Kosovo, Iraq, Afghanistan, Syria, Ukraine, and the Horn of Africa. Adding domestic-policing duties to the list of responsibilities degrades the Guard's readiness for missions that only the armed forces can perform. Washington is asking too much of its citizen soldiers.

Read: What Trump doesn't understand about the military

Governors and state legislatures control when and how their National Guard is used. They can reclaim their units for their intended functions by drawing bright lines around law-enforcement-style deployments, especially in other jurisdictions. If the White House requests that governors send their National Guard on missions that involve controlling nonviolent protests, providing a show-of-force presence, or augmenting routine policing, the presumed answer should be "no." When National Guard support is genuinely necessary, state leaders must insist that federal missions be bound by clear conditions and objectives, with public and transparent guidance on matters such as how and when force can be used and how long a deployment will last.

The president could choose to override state leadership and federalize the Guard. But in that case, absent a true emergency, governors of both parties across the country should show solidarity with one another by refusing to voluntarily contribute troops, and Congress must assert its authority and vote to end the deployments quickly.

The National Guard has become the "force of first resort" for leaders at both the state and federal levels, in part because of chronic underinvestment in civilian institutions. Rebuilding those systems--schools, sanitation, public health, local law enforcement--is the hard, unglamorous work of governing. But doing so is the only way to preserve the National Guard's emergency role and strengthen the democracy it exists to protect.

The National Guard is a powerful force when it arrives on a disaster scene to save lives, but an uneasy one when it is turned against civilians. Most of its members are motivated by service, not ideology. Misusing the Guard to manage political or social conflict will weaken its capacity to be what it is meant to be--a lifesaving, community-based force of last resort.
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Only One Republican Is Holding This Many Town Halls

Mark Alford bucked his party and held 15 public events this week. Here's what he heard.

by Elaine Godfrey




Even as most congressional Republicans are avoiding their constituents, one has demonstrated an exceptional commitment to engaging with voters in the flesh: 61-year-old Mark Alford of Missouri held not one but 15 public events across his district this week, including five town halls. The second-term lawmaker is not an otherwise noteworthy member of Congress. He represents a safe Republican district, and has voted along party lines 89 percent of the time, according to Heritage Action. But in a moment when so few Republicans are making an effort to hear from the people who sent them to Congress, Alford has set himself apart. His forums, four of which I attended this week, offer a useful window into voters' opinions of the current administration, and a preview of the biggest fights to come in 2026.

Alford, whose district spans 24 counties in west-central Missouri, is a former TV-news anchor with a square jaw and gray hair that make him resemble a slightly younger version of Pat Sajak. At each of his recent public events, which were announced weeks ago and were open to the press, Alford forwent the customary politician's podium. Instead he perched on a stool to avoid the appearance, he told me, of "lording" over voters. In an interview, Alford said that he sees these public events as vital to the job. "That's why we're elected every two years--to be back in the district to listen to people," he said. "I may not win them over, but I'll be able to sleep at night knowing that I at least listened to them."

Since March, when Republican leaders in Congress advised their members against holding town halls, most GOP lawmakers have been AWOL during each congressional recess--physically in their districts, maybe, but mostly inaccessible. A handful of lawmakers have flouted this new advice by holding one or two stand-alone town halls, while others have only dared to host virtual events with prescreened questions.

Read: What the next phase of Trump's presidency will look like

Alford declined to speculate about why so many of his Republican colleagues haven't met with their constituents during the August recess. But the answer is probably that they don't see much upside in being publicly heckled--which Alford was, often. Most of the attendees who showed up to the coffee shops and community centers where Alford spoke this week were not fans of his; several used the crowd mic to call the president a "dictator" and Alford his lackey. At Southwest Baptist University, in Bolivar, Missouri, a farmer named Fred Higginbotham asked the representative repeatedly when he would take his "head out of Trump's ass." (At this, two older women near me gasped.) Alford mostly ignored these insults, although at one point, he distanced himself from the president: "I'm not the best of friends with Trump," he told Higginbotham. "I met him maybe five or six times."

Mostly, however, Alford's events were civil, if tense. Some questioners focused on local issues, such as how Donald Trump's tariffs have affected Missouri farmers. Several attendees asked Alford about Trump's deployment of federal agents and the National Guard in Washington, D.C. In the city of Lebanon, a combat veteran named Josh asked whether Alford was prepared to stop the president from sending troops into Missouri. In St. Robert, a high-school government teacher asked Alford "what's so conservative" about loosing troops on the U.S. capital. (Alford's response was to suggest that cities should be grateful for the extra help. When Kansas City co-hosts the men's World Cup in 2026, would Missourians not hope to see the National Guard helping out?)

A topic that rarely came up was Jeffrey Epstein. I'd expected more voters to ask Alford about the Justice Department investigation into the financier and sex offender. Few did. But in Bolivar, Don Bass, a Republican and a retired police officer, told me before Alford took the stage that he wasn't happy to hear the president dismiss the people advocating for the Epstein files' release. "I voted for him three times, and he calls me a 'troublemaker!'" Bass said. "It's frustrating."

As has become clear in other GOP town halls and in recent polling, the issue that had Alford's constituents particularly frustrated was the new Republican tax-cut-and-spending package--Trump's One Big Beautiful Bill Act. Among other provisions, the legislation makes permanent the president's 2017 tax cuts, eliminates $1.1 trillion from Medicaid and other public-health programs, and reduces food assistance by $186 billion. Independent estimates suggest that millions of Americans, including children, will lose health-care coverage or food-assistance benefits in the next few years. At the Bolivar event, a woman named Samantha asked whether Alford had considered this. "My question to you is, how do we fix it?" The next day, in St. Robert, a constituent named Allison told Alford that she works with disabled children who rely on Medicaid and SNAP. "I'm looking at these kids that I treat, and I'm like, Who's going to lose their food stamps? Who might lose their Medicaid?" she said, her voice wavering. "It seems like we didn't even need to make those Medicaid or food-stamps cuts if we had just not extended that tax cut to the rich."


Alford answers questions at the town hall in Lebanon. (Arin Yoon for The Atlantic)




A constituent speaks with Alford at a town hall in St. Robert, Missouri, on August 26. (Arin Yoon for The Atlantic)



To each questioner, Alford's response was the same: There was waste in the Medicaid and SNAP systems, and Republicans were eliminating it. Because Americans with dependents will continue to receive coverage under the bill's requirements, no children will go without health care or food, he promised, and he said that those suggesting otherwise are promoting "misinformation." (Economists and health-care experts have argued that, despite children being covered on paper, the bill's new work requirements and administrative hurdles will likely cause many to fall through the cracks.) Alford's team has set up a hotline for constituents to call if they are unduly removed from the system. "If there is a child kicked off Medicaid or SNAP, I'm going to fight for them," he said. He also acknowledged the "tough times ahead" for rural hospitals, but he pointed to the bill's $50 billion fund for rural health care.

Read: Why Josh Hawley is trying to reverse Medicaid cuts he voted for

Similar back-and-forths have played out at Republican events this spring and summer, including at a viral town hall held by Representative Mike Flood of Nebraska, and another hosted by Senator Joni Ernst of Iowa, whose helpful response to concerns about cuts to Medicaid was: "Well, we all are going to die." More than a month after the One Big Beautiful Bill Act's passage, more people disapprove of it than approve, according to the Pew Research Center, and the president this week suggested a rebrand. "I'm not going to use the term 'great big beautiful,'" Trump said. "That was good for getting it approved, but it's not good for explaining to people what it's all about." Vice President J. D. Vance has been on tour to reframe the bill as a win for the working class. Alford is careful, too. When he talks about the bill, he refers to it as "HR 1." I asked him whether this is a tacit acknowledgment that he sees the legislation as a political vulnerability. Alford said no. "One Big Beautiful Bill" is "a great name," he said, but "why would I use something that is going to trigger" people?


Alford speaks with constituents at Bean Depot in Laurie, Missouri, on August 27. (Arin Yoon for The Atlantic)



Alford's town halls are not exactly changing minds; the people I spoke with seemed to arrive and leave with the same feelings about their representative and president that they entered with. At the St. Robert Community Center, Dawn, a retiree in a tie-dyed T-shirt who declined to share her last name, told me that she'd voted for Trump in 2016, but had changed her mind in the years since. She wasn't happy about the 2017 tax cuts, she told me, and now she worries about Trump's "blatant, wanton desire to just take over." Dawn appreciated Alford's willingness to listen, she said. "But will I vote for him? No."

Still, Alford managed to hold a week's worth of public events without screening questions or attendees. He de-escalated conflicts, and responded to substantive criticism from his constituents. "I'm not necessarily after their vote in the town-hall tours," he told me. "I'm after their respect." On this modest goal, Alford appears to have found at least some success. His Republican colleagues don't seem interested in achieving the same.
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Why Is the National Guard in D.C.? Even They Don't Know.

Their presence has terrified some, relieved others, and left even the troops themselves confused.

by Ashley Parker, Nancy A. Youssef




Even the men and women of the National Guard seemed flummoxed, at times, over what exactly they were supposed to be doing in the nation's capital.

"We're the president's patrol, ma'am," one trio from South Carolina told us when we spotted them along the waterfront and asked what they were up to.

"Just walkin' around," replied another gaggle--also strolling along the Potomac.

"Smiling and waving," a third group, up from West Virginia and stationed along the National Mall, told us.

President Donald Trump's decision this month to deploy the National Guard to the streets of Washington, D.C., unleashed a torrent of coverage, criticism, and fear, along with a smattering of muted praise from some residents. More than two weeks later, soldiers are still deployed throughout the city, a physical presence amid the capital's greenery as summer fades into fall. Their mission is ostensibly to stop violent crime, but many here and beyond fear that Washington is being used as a test case--the blueprint for Trump to deploy the National Guard across the country as a paramilitary police force--and that Americans are being conditioned to accept authoritarianism. (Trump seemed to say the quiet part aloud Tuesday in a Cabinet meeting when he declared, "The line is that I'm a dictator," before claiming that he's succeeding in halting crime in the city. "So a lot of people say, 'You know, if that's the case, I'd rather have a dictator.'")

Trump's federalization of the District has several parts: There's the deployment of more than 2,200 (and counting) Guard members. But there are also the hundreds of federal officers from agencies such as the FBI and DEA who are helping enforce D.C. laws, the immigration-enforcement officers who have been empowered to detain anyone not in the country legally, and the D.C. police force, over which the president has asserted control. Social media has been flooded with alarming videos: masked federal officers violently wrestling a food-delivery driver to the ground, kids having to push through heavily armed officers on their way to elementary school.

The Guardsmen were initially unarmed, but Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth on Monday ordered them to start carrying their issued weapons. In most cases, it's a small handgun on their hip. Photos have circulated of Guard members with assault rifles in some Metro stations and on their outdoor patrols. Defense officials told us these weapons are meant to be used only in self-defense.

Read: Trump's farcical D.C. crackdown

The occupation has chilled life in the city, especially in neighborhoods with large immigrant populations: quiet playgrounds, empty restaurants, fewer street vendors, fewer food-delivery scooters. Nannies have stayed home, and house cleaners have canceled. Some mixed-status families are keeping their children home from school or skipping work until the federal focus moves on, or they're leaving home only when absolutely necessary. As D.C. Public Schools reopened this week, some local parent-teacher groups organized impromptu "walking buses"--volunteers willing to help walk to and from school kids whose parents don't feel safe doing so.

The National Guard has become the face of the occupation even though, for those who feel afraid, it's in many respects the least of their worries. The Guardsmen themselves have generally behaved more like a notional guard than a national one.

Their sudden appearance brings with it an absurdist sheen--their tasks quotidian ("beautification"), their backdrops farcical (a Dupont Circle Krispy Kreme), their very presence sitcom-esque (as if lifted from an episode of Veep). Alongside a video of troops engaged in light horticulture, one person wondered on social media, "National guardner?" It is not entirely surprising that the Justice Department paralegal who hurled a Subway salami footlong at a Customs and Border Protection officer--declaring, upon his arrest, "I did it. I threw a sandwich"--promptly became an icon of D.C. resistance, his act seeming, in its own implausible way, to epitomize the city's collective reaction. But the banality of the National Guard's daily patrols belies a far more complicated reality--for the city's residents, the men and women of the National Guard, even the nation itself--colored by race, class, immigration status, lived experience, and, of course, personal politics. The absent nannies and house cleaners are a frustrating inconvenience for the families who employ them, but a physical manifestation of the sense of menace that those employees feel.

The photos bouncing around social media and private text chains--of the Guard milling in front of the uber-trendy 14th Street brasserie Le Diplomate, for instance--might be easy fodder for gentle mockery. "National Guard members are deployed in DC to the "crime-ridden" ... National Mall? Le Diplomate? Waste of money," the Senate Judiciary Democrats posted on X Monday. But while homicide rates in D.C. have been declining in recent years, the city's overall crime statistics offer a far more mixed picture, one in which the threat of violent crime still feels very real to many residents. That Krispy Kreme? Two teens were stabbed in Dupont Circle and one man was shot in June just steps from its entrance, amid the city's Pride celebrations. And Le Diplomate, with its $41 steak frites and $76 Thursday special (Dover sole meuniere)? A shooting in 2021, on a beautiful summer evening, sent diners fleeing. A more recent one this May, just a block away, left one man dead. And a disconcertingly large number of residents have personal crime anecdotes.

During a news conference Wednesday, D.C. Mayor Muriel Bowser seemed to channel her own ambivalence, and perhaps some of her city's as well. She credited Trump's federal law-enforcement surge with reducing crime in the District, but she also expressed concern about the Guard presence and the immigration crackdown. Asked about "nervous Hispanic workers," she pointedly said that she wanted to "express to them as a neighbor how very sorry I am that they're living in this terror."

The particulars are no less complicated for the Guardsmen themselves. When the president first ordered their deployment to the nation's capital, Pentagon officials told us that some Guard leaders asked: "Is this legal?" After all, the National Guard is usually deployed by governors to combat threats from nature--hurricanes or other natural disasters--or by the president to support U.S. military missions abroad, as it did in Iraq and Afghanistan. When the Guard shows up to protect Americans from fellow Americans, it is under extraordinary circumstances and for a limited mission, such as after the U.S. Capitol riot on January 6, 2021--the last time the government deployed the D.C National Guard to the city to address an emergency.

In their initial doubts, what some Guardsmen were really asking was existential: Are we becoming something different? After all, the National Guard appears to have a new kind of mission, one that began in Los Angeles when Trump federalized the Guard over immigration concerns; moved to D.C. under the auspices of addressing "rampant violence and disorder"; and, according to Trump, could soon expand to Chicago and Baltimore.

This ambiguity not only invites confusion and raises fears of troops conducting more police-like functions, but it also thrusts the National Guard into the middle of political disputes. The more often it is deployed in politically divisive missions--instead of the more routine apolitical assignments to disaster zones--the more perilous the Guard's standing becomes among the American public.

Read: How does Trump's federal takeover end?

There is also the concern that the Guard is not actually making much of a difference. To wit: On Wednesday around 3 p.m.--less than a week after Trump declared on social media that "Washington, D.C. is SAFE AGAIN!"--a woman was stabbed near a major intersection along the city's H Street corridor. Guard members had been passing through the intersection all day, and a trio happened to be finishing lunch on the patio of a taqueria directly across the street when the stabbing happened. Still, the suspect managed to flee. The Guard declined to comment.

"So safe," a neighborhood resident texted us.

To some--especially undocumented immigrants--the Guard presence is disconcerting at best, terrifying at worst. But to others, they are more curiosity than conquerors, more tourists than tormentors.

"They're giving 'Hey, pal' vibes," one woman whispered to her companion this week, observing Guardsman ambling along the waterfront.

Often, the Guard presents with a certain Boy Scout earnestness. On Tuesday, military officials shared that the troops had completed "beautification projects," describing the efforts not unlike a merit-badge mission: First, Guardsmen collected driftwood while clearing the Martin Luther King Jr. Memorial. The following day, they turned that wood into mulch and wielded wheelbarrows as they spread it around the Tidal Basin. (Before their weapons orders came down, some--like Cub Scouts in training--were armed with only their trusty metal water bottles, jammed deep into their cargo pockets.)

Hegseth has repeatedly described his desire to create a U.S. military force focused on lethality. But Christopher Le Mon, a former Biden- and Obama-administration national-security official, joked to us that the troops' landscaping duties seemed more like a focus on "leafality." The use of troops for such missions is "ridiculous and wasteful," he said, adding more seriously: "Meanwhile the Chinese military probably is training to invade Taiwan."

More than half of the troops hail from outside D.C., and the tourism vibe is strong. On Monday, some Guard members sat resting in a patch of shade in front of the Washington Monument, alongside a group of tired schoolchildren. A few minutes later, a different group of Guardsmen boarded a charter bus, as if readying for their next sightseeing stop. At the city's Wharf, one Guardsman obligingly took a photo of a couple before two of his comrades in arms joined the couple in the picture.

"You guys are so sweet!" the woman enthused.

Yet, again, the reality is far more complicated. Yes, the Guard has demonstrated instances of admirable sweetness; one Capitol Hill resident and father of two recounted to us how troops on the Mall allowed his 4-year-old son to press the buttons on their walkie-talkies. But, this person continued, on Monday he had gotten off the Metro at the Eastern Market stop and found that a group of fare-jumping teens who regularly hop the turnstiles had been halted by a combination of Guardsmen and police officers. He said that he's long found the fare-hoppers to be a frustration of city living, yet added, "I don't know that this was a problem that rose to the level of Let's deploy the National Guard with their long guns."

A lawyer who lives on Capitol Hill told us that she had observed something different at the Eastern Market stop Monday, when most D.C. public schools opened for the new year: A scrum of moms--or possibly teachers--standing in front of the Guard, holding up signs. "At first I thought the group of women were protesting the Guard," she told us. "But then I looked at the signs and they literally said things like First day of school! and You got this!"

"It just struck me as an example of why this is such a farce and so unnecessary," she continued. "This is a community where moms stand outside and encourage kids on the first day of school." The District, she said, "is not a community that needs to be militarized."

At Union Station, in the shadow of the Capitol, the troops got a decidedly mixed reaction as we looked on one afternoon this week. Some commuters held up phones as they passed by, recording out of curiosity or for posterity. A woman in workout gear was more confrontational, filming the Guardsmen at close range and repeatedly demanding, "What's your mission?" Others were quietly supportive: One woman flashed a quick thumbs-up, and another slipped a sentry a rose-colored Vitamin Water.

At one point, a man, head shorn, sidled up to a police officer and a Guardsman to offer explicit praise. The man said that usually at Union Station, "every breath was weed," but he hasn't so much as smelled a hint of marijuana smoke since the Guard stationed itself in the area. He said he also normally witnesses at least a handful of fare-jumpers every trip, and enthused that those, too, have disappeared. He hoped the Guardsman were hearing the praise they deserved, he said.

By the time we headed home, after several hours spent wandering the city's various quadrants, it was clear that almost no one felt particularly good about the arrangement: not the National Guardsmen, many of whom clearly didn't want to be there, leaving their families and jobs in order to spread mulch and pick up trash; and not the residents, many of whom were furious with the occupation of their city or, worse, terrified of what the military's presence portended for them and their loved ones. Even those residents who welcomed the troops did so from a place of discontent, so fed up with crime and quality-of-life issues that they felt relieved that someone was finally doing something, anything to help.

Read: Trump's dreams for D.C. could soon hit reality

Earlier in the day, sitting on a bench at the Wharf, we watched a lone man in fatigues wander by, earbuds in. "Where's the rest of your trio?" we called out, by now accustomed to seeing Guardsmen in groups of three. "Where are your other two?" He stopped, took out his earbuds, and leaned toward us, revealing the patch on his uniform that stated his military branch.

"I'm Space Force," he offered cheerily. He looked blissful, as if in the weeks since Trump deployed the military to Washington, he had come to understand that managing the cosmos was less complicated than being responsible for even a few blocks of the capital.
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Who Wants to Work for ICE? They Do.

At a busy hiring expo in Texas, new recruits answer Trump's call.

by Nick Miroff




Immigration and Customs Enforcement held a hiring expo this week outside Dallas at a place called the Esports Stadium. Set between the Texas Rangers ballpark and the roller coasters of Six Flags, the arena was built for video-game competitions, and a wall of bright-blue screens welcomed job candidates at the entrance. "With honor and integrity, we will safeguard the American people, our homeland and our values," one message read. "Start your journey towards a meaningful career in law enforcement."

Inside the cavernous main hall, organizers had parked a shiny Mustang with stenciled lettering that read Defend the Homeland. A blinding 90-foot-wide LED display at the center of the stage was lit up with the ICE logo and recruitment slogans. The setup resembled a poker tournament or an ESPN draft night, lending a whiff of excitement and opportunity.

ICE's pitch for meaning and purpose seemed to draw in many of the applicants I met. Some were military veterans with combat tours in Iraq and Afghanistan who told me they longed for the camaraderie and sense of belonging they once had. Others said they were bored, or wanted to serve the country, or fill a hole in their life left by a failed marriage or the creeping regrets they felt in middle age after screwing up in their 20s.

Chris Freese, 34, who works in elevator repair, told me he wished he had joined the military after high school like his brother, who became an explosives expert in the Army. "I'll do anything to help secure the country," said Freese, who wore a T-shirt and cap emblazoned with the American flag, but had forgotten to bring his resume. "If I don't make it this time, I'll keep trying," he told me.

Nick Miroff: Fast times at Immigration and Customs Enforcement

The Trump administration plans to hire, train, and deploy 10,000 new ICE officers by the beginning of next year, a frantic pace that would nearly triple the current workforce. The Department of Homeland Security is set to spend more than $40 million in the next several months on ICE recruitment, even as the department says it's already received 130,000 applications. ICE had advertised same-day offers to qualified candidates, especially those with prior military service or law-enforcement experience, and a $50,000 bonus to sweeten the pot. In the parking lot were license plates from New Mexico, Tennessee, and as far away as New Jersey. Hundreds of applicants began lining up before the doors opened at 8 a.m., many in suits, with resumes and diplomas in hand.

A small group of protesters began to gather across the roadway, yelling "Shame!" and "Hey hey, ho ho, ICE has got to go!," but attendees in line mostly turned away.

Wandering the expo felt like walking through the set of a game show, a kind of speed dating for deportation jobs: After an on-the-spot interview, some got offers immediately and were sent to provide urine samples for drug testing, while others had to sit and wait for their name to be called.

ICE planned to issue 900 tentative-offer letters to new recruits by the end of the two-day expo. They would need a medical screening, a fitness test, and a background check. But those selected could start at the ICE academy within four to six weeks, ICE officials told me.

The majority of applicants were male, but it was an otherwise diverse crowd, both in age and ethnicity, and certainly not the kind of all-white Trump army that some of the president's fiercest critics have caricatured. I traveled to Texas because I wanted to hear what the new recruits thought they were signing up for, and what ICE was telling them the job would be like.

"ICE career expos are an opportunity for patriotic Americans who want to help remove the worst of the worst from our country," the DHS spokesperson Tricia McLaughlin told me in an emailed statement.

The job-fair attendees I spoke with said the defend-the-homeland message and Donald Trump's presidency were big draws. "I want to stand up for my beliefs and protect America from foreign invaders," Brennan Sheets, 30, told me. "I'd like to be there for others who can't defend themselves. God is pushing me down this path."

Sheets, an Army veteran who has been working for a carpet-cleaning company, said he and his wife are expecting their first child, a daughter. The February 2024 murder of Laken Riley in Georgia by a Venezuelan man who was illegally in the country--which became a rallying cry among Trump supporters--"hurt my heart," he told me. He was offered a job that afternoon.

Sheets was one of 15 applicants I spoke with at the expo. Some provided only a first name, saying they hadn't told their current employer, or even some of their close family members, including parents or siblings who dislike Trump and ICE.

I asked Sheets what he thought it would be like to arrest families and face children crying while ICE hauls off their parents. He paused. "I'm good at compartmentalizing my emotions. I believe that I can make difficult decisions that I need to make," he said. "Life isn't all about love and rainbows."

Trump's funding bill set a goal of 1 million deportations a year. Despite a fourfold increase in immigration arrests in U.S. cities and communities, ICE is not on pace to meet that goal, with the latest data showing the agency on track for about 300,000 deportations during the 2025 fiscal year, which ends in September. The hiring surge will put Trump in position next year to deploy teams in far more Democratic-led "sanctuary" cities that limit police cooperation with ICE.

Listen: How ICE became Trump's secret army

ICE has about 5,700 deportation officers nationwide. New entry-level jobs will pay roughly $70,000 to $90,000 a year, including overtime and cost-of-living adjustments, officials told me. Within Department of Homeland Security agencies, mass-hiring binges are viewed warily, and the rapid expansion of the U.S. Border Patrol a generation ago is still regarded as a cautionary tale. The Border Patrol lowered its hiring standards and ended up with more cases of employee misconduct and corruption.

Trump officials insist that won't happen. They have slashed ICE's 18-to-20-week training course to eight weeks (six days a week), waiving Spanish-language requirements, vehicle-pursuit courses, and other instruction. McLaughlin said new recruits will get the training they need on the job. Senior officials in each office will "mentor, coach and train agents and officers every step of the way," she promised.

"ICE is building a rigorous on-the-job training program that will be mandatory and tracked online and monitored closely," she told me. "We want new hires to take what they learn ... and apply it in real-life scenarios while on duty."

ICE's recruitment pitch, which invites applicants to reverse "cultural decline," has led some Trump critics to fear that the White House is rushing recruits into the streets to build an ideologically driven workforce more loyal to Trump's command than to the U.S. Constitution.

Financial incentives, though, were a powerful pull for many of the applicants I met. Kalvin Bayona, a barrel-chested 29-year-old who drove to the expo from his home in rural Louisiana, explained that he had been recently laid off from his job as a military police officer in the Army, after nine years. He and his wife had just purchased a home, and Bayona said he didn't want to uproot his daughters. "I built this life up to where we are now," he told me. "I don't intend to lose it."

Bayona grew up in Guam and joined the Army after high school, and said his job was eliminated as part of a new reorganization-and-job-reduction plan directed by the Pentagon. He could apply to be a police officer in Louisiana, but an ICE position would pay much more. (Bayona got an offer the next day.)

An ICE-recruitment video played on a loop in the main event hall where applicants waited to be called, repeating over and over until it had the feeling of an indoctrination tool. It jumped from The Federalist Papers and Hamiltonian tariffs to the history of customs duties, immigration law, and the creation of ICE after the September 11 attacks. The video's pitch seemed geared toward a pre-Trump era, when ICE's main recruitment target was officers at other federal law-enforcement agencies who might be looking for something more technical and specialized. It touted ICE's role investigating intellectual-property crimes and returning stolen cultural artifacts, and the hunt for human-rights abusers, cybercriminals, sex predators, and money launderers.

Under Trump, these tasks--which mostly fall to Homeland Security Investigations, ICE's investigative branch--have taken a back seat to ICE deportations. There were no scenes in the video of ICE officers grabbing people inside courthouses or in Home Depot parking lots, or having to pull apart panicking families.

By midday the crowd of protesters outside had grown to a few dozen, and the sound of their chanting was audible in the waiting area for urine samples. I like my Texas neat, read one protest sign, a clever cocktail reference, along with others that read ICE is legalized kidnapping.

"Turn around!" a woman yelled through a bullhorn at applicants lining up to pass through metal detectors. "Turn around!"

David Recio, 48, was one of several attendees who were a little jarred by the anger. A former Marine, Recio had spent his career working as a welding inspector for the oil industry in South Texas. "I want to clean up the country from bad guys, the criminals, the cartels, the rapists," he told me, somewhat defensively. "I'd do my job without cruelty, without hate toward any race or any ethnicity. I'd do my job with compassion. I wouldn't throw women or children to the ground."

ICE officials said 2,500 applicants registered for the expo, and applicants streamed into the main hall throughout the day. Katherine, 33, had dropped out of the Marine Corps more than a decade ago due to a health emergency and recovered. Her daughter was a teenager now, and needed her less. Her job at a chiropractic clinic was dull. She shrugged at the protesters outside. "Some people don't understand, but I fully support what President Trump is doing with ICE," Katherine told me. "With what's going on in the world, it's necessary," she said. "The U.S. needs to close the border and to be as safe as can be."

Katherine hadn't told her mother, who is from Lebanon, that she might join ICE, and wasn't sure if she'd approve. Her mother was recently yelled at by a man furious at hearing her speak Arabic in public. Katherine said that it was not the first time her mother had been mistreated for being a foreigner. "I see both sides," Katherine said. "I think I'll be able to explain it to her."

Patrick, 64, had worked in IT, led international church trips for teens, and sold fried organic chicken out of a food truck. He used to think Trump was a buffoon, but now he's a convert. He's in top shape from running triathlons, and rode a motorcycle to the expo in his suit. He told me he'd have no problem putting in the time needed to get the signing bonus ($10,000 a year for five years of service). A protester outside had screamed at him: "How much are they paying you to be a racist?"

"Our country has gone downhill too much over the past 25 years," he told me.

Paul, 30, who was born and raised in Ukraine, serves in the National Guard. He said he would tell people back home in Chicago that he works "in homeland security." Chicago is "one of the bluest cities," he said, but he wants to stay in the city, to fight crime and "keep giving back" to his adopted country.

Nick Miroff: Trump loves ICE. Its workforce has never been so miserable.

There were other naturalized citizens among the applicants. Farzana Pramanik, 38, who was born in Bangladesh and wore a head covering, told me she had no law-enforcement background, but speaks Bengali, and some Hindi, and said she thought she could help people in ICE custody who know only those languages. "I want to do something for this country and do something meaningful," Pramanik told me. Even if it meant deporting people she thought she could help? "If I can help, at the end of the day, I can say I did something," she said.

The event center's doors remained open until 4 p.m., and as the day wore on, the applicants who showed up were a more motley group. There were fewer suits, more scraggly beards, and more applicants who looked older than 50.

Jake Robbins, a 24-year-old bartender, walked out in disappointment after waiting hours in hopes he'd be called. He hadn't served in the military or gone to college, but said he had a cousin who died of a fentanyl overdose, and he wanted to do something. "I don't care about going after, you know, working people," Robbins told me. "I want to bust the drug runners." He said he would come back the next day if ICE sent him an email.

In the afternoon, a veteran ICE official, Matt Elliston, took the stage to answer questions. There were queries about location preferences (allowed), naturalized citizens with foreign-language skills (ICE wants them), and the training-academy logistics (put your possessions in storage to save on rent, Elliston recommended).

One applicant asked what will happen if Trump is no longer in office. ICE received $75 billion from the president's One Big Beautiful Bill Act, nearly 10 times its annual budget, and the money will pay for the staffing surge and an expansion of immigration-detention capacity over the next several years. "I'm kind of worried about the future," the applicant told Elliston. "Do we have a risk of losing our jobs if someone else gets into office?"

Elliston said ICE officials were planning for this contingency. "It's my responsibility to make sure people who work for me are protected by me," he told the crowd. "We're looking at ways to make sure if something does happen, we can protect you the best we can."
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Fast Times at Immigration and Customs Enforcement

Flush with cash and soaring with hubris, Trump appointees are supersizing ICE.

by Nick Miroff




In a video produced by the Department of Homeland Security this month, two tricked-out ICE vehicles roll around on the National Mall to "Toes" by rapper DaBaby: "My heart so cold I think I'm done with ice (uh, brr) / Said if I leave her, she gon' die / Well ... you done with life."

The vehicles feature a new ICE logo and DEFEND THE HOMELAND in block letters, painted in a color scheme similar to the president's private plane. The Lincoln Memorial zips by and DaBaby continues: "Better not pull up with no knife / 'Cause I bring guns to fights." There's the White House, the Washington Monument, the U.S. Capitol. On the tinted glass of the pickup, PRESIDENT DONALD J. TRUMP is stenciled in all caps, like a production credit.

"What I look like with all this money?" DaBaby asks, more of a taunt than a question.

The 29-second spot--shared on social media earlier this month with the caption "Iced Out" and a freezing-face emoji--treats ICE's new taxpayer-funded fleet like flashy bling, but it's a proclamation that the president's mass-deportation campaign is entering a swaggering new phase. For many longtime Immigration and Customs Enforcement officials and agency veterans, the video epitomizes the transformation of ICE from an agency focused on legalistic immigration procedures into a political instrument and propaganda tool.

Most ICE officers and agents prefer to work in plain clothes, focus on finding immigrants who are known criminals, and keep a low profile, especially in major U.S. cities where they are loathed by many, and where some activists use crowdsourcing apps to report their whereabouts in real time. Driving around in "wrapped" vehicles not only blows their cover; it potentially makes them a target for protesters, vandals, and attackers, agency veterans told me.

Department of Homeland Security Secretary Kristi Noem and her small cadre of loyal aides have been pushing the agency to do more showy operations in Democratic-run cities that can advance the president's agenda--and supply clips for social media and the MAGA faithful. "They love this cowboy shit," one frustrated ICE official told me.

Rather than pursue time-consuming hunts for "the worst of the worst," officers are conducting roundups and setting up checkpoints to grab people from their vehicles. Trump officials now want everyone to know ICE is here. The publicity campaign, including the new vehicle design and social-media videos, has been pushed by DHS political appointees in their 20s who have been given positions of power at ICE, according to three agency officials I spoke with who requested anonymity to speak candidly.

DHS spokesperson Tricia McLaughlin said in an email that ICE "finally has the money to grow its workforce to support ICE's mission" as a result of the "Big Beautiful Bill" Trump signed last month. The bill flooded ICE with $75 billion in new funding to spend over the next few years. The agency has an annual budget of about $8 billion. With the money comes a sense of urgency that pervades ICE headquarters, and officials are scrambling to spend quickly, expand aggressively, and take an even more confrontational approach with critics and opponents. Pressure from the White House--including daily conference calls with Stephen Miller--remains constant.

Trump loves ICE. Its workforce has never been so miserable. 

ICE aims to more than double the number of deportation officers on U.S. streets by the end of 2025. The slick cars and the bouncy rap tracks are recruitment tools, they say, along with a "Join ICE" website and an ad blitz using 1940s-style Army posters, many with Uncle Sam, to depict Trump's deportation campaign as a patriotic war effort, akin to fighting the Nazis. Many of the new hires will enter ICE with different motivations than the generations before them, seeing the position not as a federal-law-enforcement career but as a chance to serve as a foot soldier in Trump's mission to bring sweeping social and demographic change.

New deportation officers at ICE used to receive about five months of federal-law-enforcement training. Administration officials have cut that time roughly in half, partly by eliminating Spanish-language courses. Academy training was shortened to 47 days, three officials told me, the number picked because Trump is the 47th president. DHS officials said the training will run six days a week for eight weeks.

Trump took office promising millions of deportations a year, a goal so unrealistic that it has doomed career officials at ICE to a perpetual state of missing expectations and constant worry about getting fired. Miller, who specializes in making federal policy out of Trump hyperbole, has tried setting quotas, telling ICE to make 3,000 immigration arrests a day. The agency continues to come up short. Noem has reshuffled ICE's top leaders and forced out others, criticizing them for not delivering what the president wants.

It's not for lack of effort. ICE arrests in U.S. cities and communities have jumped fourfold under Trump, the latest government data show. More than 59,000 detainees are in custody across the country and facing deportation, a record, and Trump's funding bill has given ICE $45 billion to expand detention capacity to more than 100,000 beds. The agency is on track for about 300,000 deportations during the 2025 fiscal year, which ends next month. That would be the highest level in at least a decade.

The new hiring push is preparing ICE for the next phase of Trump's deportations, targeting major U.S. cities that have "sanctuary" policies that limit cooperation between police and federal immigration authorities. Trump officials have targeted some of those cities--especially Los Angeles, and now Washington, D.C.--but ICE still doesn't have the staffing to carry out the kind of roundups Miller has been pushing for.

Stephen Miller triggers Los Angeles

Noem and Corey Lewandowski, the Trump-world fixture who is Noem's confidant and unofficial chief of staff, have spent the past few months tightening control over ICE through their top appointee, Madison Sheahan, the agency's deputy director. Sheahan worked as an aide to Noem in South Dakota, and she was running the Louisiana Department of Wildlife and Fisheries when Noem installed her at ICE in March, initially trying to make her the agency's top official. Other administration officials objected, and Todd Lyons, a veteran ICE official, has remained in the acting-director role.

Sheahan, whose job consists of running ICE's "day-to-day operations," according to her official bio, has alienated many career officials who dislike being bossed around by a 28-year-old who has never worked in immigration enforcement. Eight current and former officials told me that Sheahan affects a brusque, bruising personal manner that they believe she deploys to compensate for her lack of law-enforcement credentials.

"They put her in there because she has a very, very close connection to the secretary, to be her eyes and ears and keep watch on what's going on," one official told me. "She's been demanding a gun and a badge constantly, even though she's never gone through any training or done anything to earn those things."

Sheahan has been thrust into a role she's not ready for, one official said. "When you start from a position of weakness, you have to do things outside of the comfort zone to make it seem like you have authority," the official told me. There are new framed photos of Sheahan participating in ICE raids hanging outside the executive suites on the 11th floor of the agency's headquarters, along with photos of Noem, but few of ICE acting director Todd Lyons, two officials told me.

In recent weeks ICE officials have been working out an arrangement that would grant Sheahan limited customs-inspection authority to have a firearm she could carry inside federal buildings, three officials told me.

McLaughlin said Sheahan does not have a service weapon, and has not sought one. "These attacks on Madison Sheahan's leadership style have no basis in reality and are rooted in sexism," McLaughlin wrote. "Madison Sheahan is a work horse, strong executor, and accountable leader."

Sheahan and Lewandowski accompany Noem when she travels, including during trips to South America. Allegations of an extramarital affair have dogged Lewandowski and Noem for years, and their purported romance is treated at ICE and DHS as an open secret, according to nine current and former officials I spoke with. Lewandowski and Noem have denied the rumors. In April, The Daily Mail published photos of Lewandowski leaving Noem's condo building with a duffel bag over his shoulder, and The Washington Post reported this month that Noem has been living rent-free for the past several months in a waterfront residence typically occupied by the top Coast Guard commander. DHS said Noem moved there after the Daily Mail article compromised her safety.  "This Department doesn't waste time with salacious, baseless gossip," McLaughlin said of the alleged affair.

Some White House officials have grown tired of Lewandowski's presence at DHS, where he is a "special government employee" without a formal job. The frustration has been compounded by a new DHS directive requiring Noem to personally sign off on all DHS contracts over $100,000. Four people told me that the requirement has led to a backlog of delays and missed payments to longtime vendors, and Lewandowski, whose temporary job does not require him to file public financial disclosures, has been acting as a gatekeeper. McLaughlin defended the practice and claimed that the extra oversight has saved billions of dollars.

Corey Lewandowski is too controversial--even for Trump

Several of the current and former officials I spoke with are conservative lifelong cops who believe deeply in immigration enforcement and the role of ICE. They told me they worry that a historic chance to reform the agency will be squandered by incompetence and shady deals with well-connected contractors.

The money provided by Congress "is meant to make up for decades of underfunding," one career ICE official told me, "and now it will be blown on ridiculousness rather than real improvements that could truly change the way immigration enforcement is conducted."

California Representative Robert Garcia, the top Democrat on the House Oversight Committee, sent a letter to Noem on Thursday asking for a full accounting of Lewandowski's tenure at DHS and his role in decision making and contacting deals, as well as his communications with lobbying firms and outside consultants.

"It is deeply concerning that DHS may be allowing a temporary appointee to function as a senior executive without proper appointment, ethics restrictions, transparency or oversight," Garcia wrote. Several officials have described Lewandowski's influence over personnel and funding decisions as "far-reaching and unchecked," he added.

One recent ICE appointee is Chad Kubis, a 26-year-old graphic designer and Liberty University graduate who made promotional videos and ran social-media accounts for Noem when she was the governor of South Dakota. Kubis, who is close to Sheahan, is working on designs to paint the new ICE vehicles. The vehicles and wrappings cost about $100,000 each, contracting records show. ICE plans to wrap at least 2,000 more vehicles, officials told me.

Two officials I spoke with said the marked vehicles can be useful in some circumstances. If a vehicle with the ICE logo shows up and prompts someone to run away, it would give officers the "reasonable suspicion" requirement needed to justify chasing them down, detaining them, and checking their immigration status. McLaughlin said the marked ICE vehicles are "no different from police vehicles," and won't jeopardize the ICE workforce.

In addition to the sleek new fleet, Trump officials are reaching back in history to find imagery that they hope will attract a new generation of ICE officers. Trump officials have repurposed U.S. propaganda posters from the 1930s and '40s that Franklin D. Roosevelt created to fight fascism. AMERICA NEEDS YOU, reads one poster that originally showed Uncle Sam trading his top hat for a factory-worker cap but now features him in an ICE hat. Another image shows him with rolled sleeves and an eagle on his shoulder, marching toward a signing bonus. DEFEND YOUR COUNTRY, it says.

The hype man of Trump's mass deportations 

Some posters, though, go considerably further. On one, taken from an image promoting Roosevelt's New Deal that shows Uncle Sam standing at a crossroads, DHS's social-media account added the caption "Which way, American man?" It's a reference to the title of a canonical text for neo-Nazis and white nationalists, the 1978 book by William Gayley Simpson, Which Way Western Man?, which depicts Jews, Black people, and nonwhite immigrants as an existential threat to the United States. As Uncle Sam scratches his head in the new ICE-recruitment poster, signs in one direction point to HOMELAND, SERVICE, and OPPORTUNITY. In the other direction, INVASION and CULTURAL DECLINE.

Trump officials have insisted for months that the goal of their immigration-enforcement campaign is to protect Americans from criminals and gang members, not to change American culture. But the posters suggest otherwise. "A U.S. government agency should not resort to using such language and imagery for any purpose, let alone recruiting people to serve," the Anti-Defamation League said in a statement.

The post has gathered nearly 6 million views on the Department of Homeland Security's X account. Asked about white nationalist messaging, McLaughlin said such concerns were "tiresome."

"Under the Biden administration, America experienced radical social and cultural decline," she said. "Our border was flung wide open to a horde of foreign invaders and the rule of law became nonexistent."

Rapid growth is not the only purpose of the ICE-recruitment effort. Trump officials want to change the agency's character by flooding it with new hires who are inspired by MAGA ideology rather than by the typical perks of a federal badge. DHS says its recruitment drive has already generated more than 115,000 applications for about 11,000 positions. ICE is preparing to spend $40 million over the next several months to draw even more applicants.

ICE currently has about 5,700 deportation officers, and the administration wants to add 8,000 more by the end of the year through its shortened training courses and by offering signing bonuses of up to $50,000 and eliminating long-standing requirements, including getting rid of age limits and lowering the minimum age for applicants to 18. "We're taking father/son bonding to a whole new level," DHS declared on X with a poster showing two generations of men in military tactical gear.

The terrible optics of ICE enforcement are fueling a backlash

One ICE official briefed on the hiring plan said that the agency had already sent out about 300 offer letters to recent retirees, who would be able to continue to collect their retirement benefits while drawing a salary. ICE wants to solicit as many retirees as possible, because they can be quickly recertified with online courses and don't need additional training.

ICE officials told me that they're also targeting law-enforcement officers already employed by federal, state, and local governments. These recruits can be trained mostly through online courses, and won't need the firearms and tactical courses normally required of new hires.

McLaughlin, the DHS spokesperson, said "no subject matter has been cut," and ICE trainees will "still learn the same elements and meet the same high standards ICE has always required."

The last group--applicants with no police experience--could include candidates as young as 18. Lyons, the acting ICE director, traveled to Georgia last week to swear in the 59-year-old Lois & Clark actor Dean Cain, and the agency is preparing to make commemorative Superman coins with his likeness, one official told me.

Current and former ICE officials I've known for years told me they have little confidence that the hiring surge will be carried out responsibly and raise the professionalism of the agency workforce. "They're opening it up to everyone who wants to get a badge and a gun," one veteran official told me.

"We have had enough problems trying to clean up the workforce to make us a really viable law-enforcement organization and get a smarter, stronger, more mature workforce that isn't gonna make mistakes on the street," the official said. "And now? You're gonna get a lot of people who are just power hungry and want authority."





*Illustration by The Atlantic. Source: Paul J. Richard / AFP / Getty; ImageCraft Co / Getty; Katsumi Murouchi / Getty; Nastco / Getty.
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A Letter to America's Discarded Public Servants

You all deserved better.

by William J. Burns




Sign up for National Security, a newsletter featuring coverage of rising authoritarianism, military intelligence, and geopolitical conflicts.

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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Putin and Xi Are Holding the West Together

Trump gave America's adversaries an opportunity they haven't seized.

by Michael Schuman




At their meeting in Beijing today, the Chinese leader Xi Jinping and Russian President Vladimir Putin made a show of how close they've become. Putin and Xi, referring to each other as friends, praised the strength of their relationship as their two countries advanced an agreement to build a gas pipeline that would bind their economies even more tightly together.

The continued friendship between the two leaders is a stark reminder that Donald Trump, despite his attempted outreach to Russia and talk of "ununiting" America's two major rivals, hasn't redrawn the global map of strategic alliances to his advantage. But here's the curious thing: Neither has China.

Within weeks of the inauguration, many observers--I was one of them--warned that by courting Russia and punishing Europe, Trump might be handing the world and, most alarmingly, Washington's traditional allies to China. That Beijing would welcome such an opportunity seemed obvious: China had often sought to drive a wedge between the U.S. and its friends, but lately Xi had strained China's relations with Europe by supporting Putin's invasion of Ukraine. Now Beijing could patch things up by presenting itself as a more reliable partner than Washington.

Read: What is a 'reverse Nixon,' and can Trump pull it off?

But to the extent that Beijing has made any such effort so far, it was short-lived. Chinese Foreign Minister Wang Yi reportedly told the European Union's top diplomat in July that China could not accept a Russian loss in Ukraine, because that might lead the United States to focus its energies on containing China's rise. This position on Ukraine, combined with a hard stance on trade issues, has left China unable to improve its ties with Europe, as was evident at a Beijing summit with EU leaders in July, during which the two sides found hardly any common ground.

China hasn't done much to shake up American alliances in Asia, either. Beijing has continued to alienate its neighbors by aggressively asserting claims to nearly all of the South China Sea; in August, two Chinese naval vessels collided there as they tried to chase away a Philippine coast-guard boat. South Korea's newly elected president, Lee Jae Myung, has expressed an interest in improving relations with China, but rather than seize on that, Xi has made clear that his government's sympathies lie with Seoul's primary adversary, North Korea, whose dictator, Kim Jong Un, will visit China this week for a celebration of the 80th anniversary of the end of World War II in Asia. In recent days, Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi attended the Shanghai Cooperation Organization meeting in Tianjin--his first trip to China in seven years. But Modi is not likely to rush into Xi's arms, given China's role in supplying India's chief rival, Pakistan, with fighter jets and missiles used in the recent clashes over Kashmir. New Delhi is embroiled in a trade dispute with Trump, but India remains a member of the Quad, a partnership with the U.S., Japan, and Australia aimed at counterbalancing Beijing in Asia.

This pattern of decision making suggests that Beijing has not made much of Trump's disruptions to American alliances. Rather, China is still treating the established democratic powers--the United States, the European Union, Japan, and their partners--as the main impediments to its global ambitions. Within that strategic calculus, Putin remains a crucial partner for China. Last week, Xi told Vyacheslav Volodin, the chair of the Russian Duma, that the two countries should "jointly safeguard their security" and "work for a more just and equitable international order"--in other words, one no longer dominated by the U.S. and its allies, according to an official Chinese-government summary of his comments.

Read: The Iran-China-Russia axis crumbles when it matters

That Washington, under Trump, has abandoned the language, and seemingly the agenda, of shared values with fellow democracies does not seem to have altered this calculation. Chinese leaders still see Western countries "as a unit and do not see that there's enough profit to be gained by trying to play them against one another," Sergey Radchenko, an expert on China-Russia relations at the School of Advanced International Studies at Johns Hopkins University, told me. As a consequence, he added, Chinese leaders "need Russia as a counterbalance to that." Alexander Gabuev, the director of the Carnegie Russia Eurasia Center, argues that to Xi and Putin, Trump is simply another president seeking to extend and maintain U.S. dominance. From the perspective of China's leaders, the Americans and Europeans "like us to be weak, poor, and looking up to them, which we don't accept," Gabuev told me."That's the narrative that's really impossible to change" under current circumstances.

China does seek to extend its influence within the global South at American expense. On Monday, Xi criticized "hegemonism and protectionism"--a not-so-veiled dig at Washington--and proposed a new initiative to strengthen the role of developing countries in international decision-making. But neither Russia nor China seems to have fully clocked the opportunity that Trump's withdrawal of the United States from global leadership presents. For Russia, courting better relations with American allies might help relieve the economic pressure that sanctions have imposed. In China's case, a more subtle and flexible foreign policy could scramble long-established relationships and reshape the global order.

Trump's disdain for foreign-policy precedent and erratic flip-flops will continue to open opportunities for Xi and Putin to expand their global influence at Washington's expense. But wooing Western partners would likely involve some compromises that these dictators are probably unwilling to make. China remains intent on, for example, pursuing technological superiority, upgrading its military, and partnering with Putin--all policies that stand in the way of improving relations with American allies.

By continuing to align with each other and treat the West as a unified adversary with common values and interests, Xi and Putin are, in effect, holding the U.S. alliance system together. They are also leaving open the possibility that the next U.S. president can repair the global order that sustained American dominance.
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The Neighbor From Hell

Israel and the United States delivered a blow to Iran. But it could come back stronger.

by Graeme Wood




Sign up for National Security, a newsletter featuring coverage of rising authoritarianism, military intelligence, and geopolitical conflicts.

Shortly after the end of the Iran-Iraq War, the United States Institute of Peace held an event in Washington, D.C., to discuss the Middle East's delicate prospects. Panelists suggested ever more intricate ways to give regional peace a chance, until the neoconservative Michael Ledeen spoke out heretically. "You have heard the case for peace," he said. "I rise to speak on behalf of war." He said that the conflict, which lasted from 1980 to 1988 and killed perhaps a million people, had been "a good war." And he said that any "peace" between the United States and a government as malevolent as Iran's would be a sham, and a prelude to more war. Peace is what happens "when one side imposes conditions on another," Ledeen told me in 2013. He said it is not enough for both sides to stop fighting. One of them must lose. Ledeen died in May, well into his fifth decade of arguing against peace, or at least a sham peace, with Iran.

War had its chance just weeks later. On June 13, Israel assassinated high-ranking Iranian officials and neutralized Iranian air defenses. During the next 12 days, Israel and Iran traded missile strikes. About 1,000 Iranians and dozens of Israelis died. Iran's "Axis of Resistance," its federation of militias and other allies, did not show up to fight. On June 22, the U.S. bombed three Iranian nuclear sites and declared the conflict over. The Trump administration said that the country's nuclear program had been "obliterated," but no public evidence has confirmed that claim. Ledeen, if he were alive, would no doubt note that at the end of the war, Iran did not accept any cease-fire conditions. In fact, Iran's official position is that it never accepted a cease-fire at all.

Now that talk of what happens after war is back, I rise to make the case for deja vu. The region risks reverting to its default setting, which is peace that has characteristics of war, with Iran planning to attack its enemies but not actively doing so, and vice versa. "This is a regime on its last legs, but it could last like that for another 20 years," Michael Doran, a senior fellow at the Hudson Institute, told me. "They took a blow, but I see no signs that it's ready to fall." In the past, Iran has recovered from its tribulations by revising its strategy and finding novel ways to subvert the United States, Israel, and their interests. It should be expected to recover once more.

Even before the Axis of Resistance turned out to be an Axis of No-Shows, the Islamic Republic had suffered humiliating defeats: bombings and assassinations inside Iran itself; the decimation of Hezbollah, its most sophisticated proxy; the slow and bloody dismantling of another proxy, Hamas; the collapse of its main state ally, Bashar al-Assad's regime in Syria. In December, Iran's 86-year-old supreme leader, Ali Khamenei, said that his country's predicament reminded him of the absolute nadir of the Islamic Republic, which was the Iran-Iraq War. He noted for his audience members that few of them were alive--but he was--when Iraqi warplanes bombed Tehran.

"I was giving a speech at a factory near Tehran's airport," Khamenei reminisced, in an especially portentous installment of Imam Story Hour. "I saw an Iraqi plane descending, dropping its bombs on the airport and then flying away. We have witnessed these things." He said the belief that these difficult moments were setbacks was mistaken. He spoke optimistically of Iran's allies. "The Resistance Front is not a piece of hardware that can be broken, dismantled, or destroyed," he said. "It doesn't weaken under pressure; it also becomes stronger."

Some of this was bluster. Khamenei could hardly have delivered a speech acknowledging that the double act of Great and Little Satan had won. But his rendition of the history of the Axis of Resistance--from its birth out of necessity, to its success, to its present adversities--is largely accurate. In the past year, I visited several countries where Iran has made inventive use of its limited resources. The trip was a survey of destruction and dismay. The Axis, which bought Iran 20 years of survival and "peace," wrecked the places where it operated. This wreckage was intentional. Iran prefers weak allies over strong ones, and corrupt and corruptible governments over ones that respond to their citizens' needs.

The purpose of Iran is Shiite theocracy, for its own sake and as a counterweight to democratic, secular, and Sunni governments allied with the United States in the region. Khamenei has made the argument to his own people that the Islamic Republic is an anti-fragile empire. It gets closer to its purpose and stronger when attacked and should therefore be patient and steadfast, focusing on surviving to learn from its failures. To Iran's enemies, he has inadvertently made the opposite argument: that defeating Iran means vigorously prosecuting the war now, giving no chance for Iran to survive, and finally imposing a peace that will last.

The Axis of Resistance is a simple concept: a network of armed friends of Iran, spread across the region and on call to fight against Iran's enemies. As of mid-2024, this network was a cordon around the country itself, a line of what Iran called "forward defense" that kept its enemies busy hundreds of miles away from Iran's own border. Its main members were Hezbollah in Lebanon, Shiite militias in Iraq, the Houthi de facto government in Yemen, the Alawite government of Syria, and Hamas in Gaza. Iran, by far the world's largest Shiite-majority country, encouraged these groups--mostly Shiite minorities--by scouting them, nurturing the most promising, and building trust and fellow feeling. Iran's leaders and allies spoke of a "unity of the arenas." Any attack against one could draw retribution by another, somewhere far away.

For years, members of the Axis armed themselves and conducted regular harassment operations--for example, rocket attacks against Israel and American bases in Iraq. Before Israel began a counterattack against Hezbollah in September 2024, this strategy was reckoned brilliant by Iran's supporters and adversaries alike. A U.S. diplomat had told me the month before that "the Iranian strategy works to this day." He said time was on Iran's side. "I suspect we'll be out of the region before they're out of business." One Lebanese Shiite politician told me that the United States and Israel should stop being such sore losers. "Don't blame Iran," he said. His voice was pitying and patient, like a peewee-soccer coach imparting a lesson of sportsmanship. "If we play, you lose the ball, and I shoot, I score, it's your mistake," he said. "Move on."

Within a matter of months, the Axis line of defense had been broken. Only the Houthis remain more or less intact, and indeed resilient against Israeli and American retaliation.

Although the Axis is in shambles now, it was no failure. It dictated the terms of Middle East geopolitics for 20 years and allowed a poor, isolated nation, run by partisans of a small religious sect, to keep stronger and richer countries scrambling, spending billions of dollars just to maintain a status quo in which those countries were periodically peppered with rockets and drone attacks.

The strategy was thrust upon the Islamic Republic after others failed. Directly after its 1979 revolution, Iran busied itself with internal enemies. It labored mightily to suppress and, when convenient, murder those reluctant to support the revolution's leader, Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini. In 1980, when Iraq's president, Saddam Hussein, seized oil fields on the Iranian border, under the assumption that Iran was too distracted to object, Iran saw an opportunity to pivot to fighting external enemies. Far from letting Iraq take its land, Iran fought back and recovered its territory within two years. Saddam sued for peace, but Iran rejected him and opted to turn the war into a death match. It lasted for the next six years. The United States and other Western powers were delighted to watch both countries suffer. Sunni monarchies propped up Iraq when it looked ready to collapse. The war prompted the most reptilian of Henry Kissinger's quips: "It's a pity," he reportedly said, "they can't both lose."

But they did both lose, and badly. One would have to look back to Passchendaele, the Somme, or Stalingrad to find a similarly pointless churn of death at this scale. Iraq used chemical weapons and other outre methods of killing, such as putting electrified cables into bogs and zapping Iranian infantrymen as they waded through. ("We are frying them like eggplants," an Iraqi officer told the Los Angeles Times in 1984.) Iran deployed human-wave attacks and recruited child soldiers as human minesweepers. In his book about the war, the scholar Efraim Karsh quotes an Iraqi officer who faced an Iranian human wave:

They chant "Allahu Akbar" and they keep coming, and we keep shooting, sweeping our 50 millimetre machine guns around like sickles. My men are eighteen, nineteen, just a few years older than these kids. I've seen them crying, and at times the officers have had to kick them back to their guns. Once we had Iranian kids on bikes cycling towards us, and my men all started laughing, and then these kids started lobbing their hand grenades and we stopped laughing and started shooting.

The war ended in 1988 without strategic gain for either side. Both were exhausted. Khomeini died in 1989. A 49-year-old minor cleric named Ali Khamenei succeeded him as leader of an Islamic Republic that was a mutilated shadow of its revolutionary self.

Virtually all of Iran's recent military leaders, including the architect of the Axis of Resistance, General Qassem Soleimani, fought in the Iran-Iraq War and learned its main lesson: not to do that again. Big wars are catastrophic. After this miserable experience, Iran spent the 1990s and early 2000s like a sailor in port: wandering, getting in trouble, never quite mustering long-term planning or vision. Because it had an international reputation as mad, bad, and dangerous, it had little choice but to innovate. "The Iranians took a good, hard look at themselves," a former U.S. intelligence official told me. "They said: We've got no technology. We have no friends. We don't have money. They said, We need an unconventional approach."

That approach originated in Lebanon. In 1982, several years into the Lebanese civil war, Israel invaded Lebanon to dismantle the Palestine Liberation Organization, then headquartered in Beirut. Iran trained and supported Hezbollah to counter Israel, the United States, and the Sunni and Christian Lebanese militias. No party in the war was blameless, but Hezbollah distinguished itself by outright rejecting norms of war and diplomacy. It took hostages and tortured them. It attacked embassies and civilians, inside and outside the country. It pioneered the use of suicide bombs. In 1983, a Hezbollah operative blew up 241 American soldiers and Marines in their barracks next to Beirut International Airport. The bomber is said to have been grinning as he sped past the checkpoint and crashed into the building.

Hezbollah was built to fight. In 1989, when all other Lebanese groups agreed to give up arms and become political entities, Hezbollah remained armed so that it could continue fighting Israel. Hezbollah persisted until Israel's withdrawal from southern Lebanon in 2000--a moment of celebration and vindication for Hezbollah, and for Iran, a sign that the Hezbollah model held promise elsewhere. Hezbollah took advantage of its win to dig tunnels and stockpile missiles for the sole purpose of attacking Israel. Iran now had a seasoned fighting force, assembled at minimal cost out of Arab Shiite volunteers, with nary an Iranian among them to be shot or electrocuted on the battlefield. When Hezbollah killed Americans and Israelis, it received little in the way of punishment or retribution. It drove out enemy invaders, and it held its own against Israel in a monthlong war in 2006. Later, when Syria looked ready to fall to Sunni jihadists, Hezbollah answered the call and crossed the border to terrorize the population and keep the Assad regime in power.




The Hezbollah model followed a three-step recipe: create a proxy; arm it to fight by any means necessary; wait for it to outlast the enemy. An alternative to creating a proxy is finding one. Because the Middle East is rife with hostility toward America as well as domestic governments, Iran found these friends easily. An Axis member could flourish as long as there was a vacuum of responsibility, where no competent government was present to discipline it. Acute chaos helped, allowing Iran to provide guns and training. Most but not all of the proxies were Shiite. Hamas, for example, is Sunni, and the Houthis of Yemen and Alawites of Syria practice forms of Shiism distinct from Iran's. The phrase Axis of Resistance was coined by a Libyan journalist in 2002, as an alternative to the "Axis of Evil" tag applied by President George W. Bush to Iran, Iraq, and North Korea that same year. Soon, Iranians were using it themselves.

David Frum: The enduring lessons of the 'Axis of Evil' speech

Just as Iran needed Israel's occupation of Lebanon to cultivate Hezbollah, it needed the U.S. occupation of Iraq to fertilize and grow Axis partners there. Iran did not initially welcome the 2003 invasion. Its first response was to put its entire nuclear program on ice, almost certainly out of fear that it would be invaded next. The early months of the U.S. occupation of Iraq went well compared with the years that followed, in part because the senior Shiite cleric in Iraq, Ayatollah Ali al-Sistani, was then--and continues to be, at the age of 95--a sort of anti-Khomeini, at least in his attitude toward the role of religious scholars in politics. He prefers to influence politics from a distance rather than seize the state and rule directly. U.S. officials figured out how lucky they were that al-Sistani differed from Khomeini in this regard, and eventually they went to great lengths to seek his favor and refer to him by honorifics ("his Eminence," "Sayyid") they would not bother applying to other clerics.

Al-Sistani's patience during the early months of the occupation kept Iraqi Shia from zealously fighting the Americans. Iraqi Sunnis were resisting but without great effect. The Americans' success was frustrating to Iran's high echelons. Finally, in 2004, they did something about it, by intervening the only way that seemed to work: by Lebanonizing the fight. Find a proxy; arm it; let it fight so you don't have to. Iraq became proof that the model would work across the region, with Hezbollah serially midwifing the proxies that Iran sired.

By February 2004, two non-Iraqi figures were quietly turning Iraq's Shia against the occupation and preparing them, militarily, to inflict pain on the Americans. The first was Soleimani, the commander of Iran's Quds Force. The second was the most wanted Shiite jihadist in the world: Imad Mughniyeh, the military chief of Hezbollah. Both men would eventually die violently at the hands of the United States and Israel. But until then, they managed to undermine those enemies' interests, at minimal cost.

Because Iraq's al-Sistani would not militarize his followers, Iran went mullah shopping and found another more inclined to do so. That ornery cleric was Moqtada al-Sadr, the son of Mohammad Sadiq al-Sadr, a grand ayatollah assassinated almost certainly by Saddam's order in 1999. The position of ayatollah is not hereditary: Clerics tend to be graybeards who have distinguished themselves through scholarship. Al-Sadr, who was 29 at the time of the invasion, instead distinguished himself through resistance.

He visited Iran for the first time in 2003 and met with Supreme Leader Khamenei. In the months after his return, he mobilized his followers into a militia, the Mahdi Army. By early 2004, the Mahdi Army was in an all-out war with the Americans in the streets of Najaf. The United States was better armed and trained. But the very fact that the battle was taking place was ominous for the U.S. and its allies, and al-Sadr cut a worrisome contrast to the American commanders. He was young and tubby. The American failure to neutralize this preachy butterball suggested serious limits to the occupying force's control of the situation. At a press conference, the commander of U.S. ground forces in Iraq, Lieutenant General Ricardo Sanchez, announced that his objective in Najaf was "to kill or capture Moqtada al-Sadr." One could not help but notice, though, that al-Sadr delivered sermons before crowds, whereas Sanchez, during his press conference, appeared to be hiding in a bunker somewhere.

For the next few years, the Mahdi Army and the Iranians shared a goal: to bleed the American occupiers. Iraq had plenty of small arms and ammunition, which could kill Americans but would often plink harmlessly off their armored vehicles. As the occupation wore on, the Iraqis became proficient at building roadside bombs in basements, garages, and other insurgent test kitchens spread across Baghdad and Anbar. The Iranian contribution was leveraging the R&D from elsewhere in Iran's area of operations--chiefly Lebanon--and multiplying the Iraqis' lethality. The key Iranian ingredient was explosively formed penetrators (EFPs). Instead of blasting in all directions, like a primitive roadside bomb, an EFP directs and concentrates the force of its explosion. It forms a molten metal blob and fires it like a cannon. The United States estimates that at least 603 of the approximately 3,500 American soldiers killed in combat in Iraq were victims of Shiite militias. Many more were maimed, and almost all the carnage was the direct and intended result of Iran's nascent Axis.

Success in Iraq gave Iran confidence to try the same model elsewhere. In Syria, it had a state partner, led by Assad, and when Assad's grip began slipping in 2011, at the onset of the Syrian civil war, Iran at first sent its own soldiers--Iranians, in uniform--to help put down the Sunni and American-backed uprisings. But the real force deployed to keep Assad in place was Lebanese. Hezbollah, its hands relatively idle since 2000, showed up and crushed rebels. Iraqi Shiite militias, idle after the end of the American occupation there, appeared too, and, in tandem with Russian mercenaries, kept Syria in a grim stalemate. By 2018, Assad had control of Damascus and Aleppo, and the rebels were confined to a jihadist ministate in Idlib.

Emboldened, Iran began reviving or confecting proxy forces in yet more locations. In Bahrain and Saudi Arabia, it found fellow Shia eager to overthrow Sunni monarchies. In Yemen, it found a remarkable, and remarkably weird, partner in the Houthis. The Houthis are led by a family of clerical megalomaniacs who have been prophesying apocalyptic war since the early 2000s. With Iran's and Hezbollah's assistance, they managed to kick out Yemen's Saudi-backed government and get into a long-distance shooting war with the United States and Israel. The Houthis' success is due in part to the rock-bottom price they place on human life (including their own), and in part to the sophisticated weaponry they have received from Iran. In late 2023, they fired anti-ship ballistic missiles at commercial and military vessels in the Red Sea. They were the first such missiles fired in anger in the history of the world.

Read: The Houthis are very, very pleased

By the mid-2010s, these proxies were connecting, networking, sharing plans and technical knowledge, and operating in sync. Iran had made its own army redundant, and assembled a more agile and creative alternative in its place. "Suddenly, they have this whole keyboard to play a tune, instead of just one or two notes," the former U.S. intelligence official told me. The polyphony of proxy groups could now harmonize and syncopate so that the United States and its allies would always be offbeat.

The sentinels of conventional wisdom settled on the view that the Iraq invasion was one of the great own goals of American foreign policy, and that its beneficiary was Iran. "The Bush administration has done more to empower Iran than its most ambitious ayatollah could have dared to imagine," the New York Times editorial board declared in 2006.

Those fortunes were made and squandered rapidly--Iran went from bereft during the Iran-Iraq War, to unbeatable two decades later, to resoundingly beaten a little less than two decades after that. But the Axis was guaranteed to fail, and the signs of that failure were visible long before the Axis started wobbling. No country in the region has wobbled more vertiginously than Lebanon, and no country has had a longer history of Iran's sustained attention. Those distinctions are not coincidental. In the summer of 2024, I met the historian Makram Rabah in his office at the American University of Beirut. He likened Hezbollah to "Iran's strategic consultants--the proxies' brain, the force that gets them running," a jihadist McKinsey that multiplies the Iranian proxies' power. He said Hezbollah's brilliance in this endeavor came at the expense of its competence at any task that might make Lebanon a functional democratic state.

"Hezbollah is a parasite that kills its host," Rabah told me. A group that exists only to fight, and prepare to fight, develops weaknesses and limitations, because it never learns to do anything else. That leaves it friendless, brittle, and uncreative--and, paradoxically, that leaves it vulnerable when fighting, too. Hezbollah, Rabah said, never sought conversion into a strong, durable political force, because it was never meant to be that. Since the outbreak of the Syrian civil war, he said, the group had treated Lebanon as a base and traveled the region on a series of bloody adventures, while growing less interested in its home country. "Domestic politics became a nuisance for Hezbollah," Rabah said. He compared Hezbollah unfavorably to its Shiite Lebanese cousin, Amal, which disarmed after the civil war and set to work learning the dark arts of politics: backroom dealing, parliamentary maneuvering, and plundering a system rife with old-fashioned corruption within an acceptable range. The Hezbollah members "who try to be politicians are all actually intelligence people or military people," Rabah said. "They're all Sparta, no Athens."

"Other political parties have taken up arms in Lebanon because they wanted a better seat at the table," he said. "But Hezbollah never cared about having a state of their own. Lebanon became a shell for them, something to protect them while they fought abroad." Fighting abroad overextended Hezbollah. And because its soldiers used phones and posted images online, the Israelis were able to map out the whole group. Ultimately, they became a regional problem instead of a local one. "They grew into a beast that couldn't be brought back into the barn," Rabah said.

That Lebanon is a catastrophe is beyond dispute. Parts of Beirut seem to have been written off, after a series of disasters even a minimally competent government could have averted. In 2020, the Port of Beirut exploded when a 2,750-ton pile of ammonium nitrate caught fire in a warehouse. It normally takes a nuclear blast for a city to be so suddenly and awesomely ripped apart by a percussion wave. In downtown Beirut, one can still see windows blown out and buildings uninhabited. In 2019, Lebanese depositors discovered that their banking system had, in effect, just been kidding about those savings accounts. The money was gone. The Lebanese pound lost nearly all its value, and nowadays if you fly into Beirut, once a center of banking, it's wise to strap foreign currency to your body, like a drug mule. The biggest advertising billboard I saw in downtown Beirut was for a service that will help you get a second passport.

What the New York Times columnist Thomas L. Friedman once called the "Pottery Barn rule"--you break it, you own it--has an analogue in civil conflict: If you have the guns, you have the responsibility. And Hezbollah, as the most heavily armed and violent element of Lebanon's menagerie of factions and sects, wanted the guns without the responsibility. With adventures to be had in Syria, Iraq, and Yemen, and patrons to please in Tehran, Hezbollah had little time left over (let alone inclination) to build up the country it purported to defend.

I spoke with Fouad Siniora, a former prime minister of Lebanon, who said that Iran's backing of Hezbollah had unbalanced the country's system, which was set up to make sure that all the largest sects--Christians, Sunnis, Shia, Druze--have power. But when one faction is supercharged by support from overseas, the balance is lost, and, with it, the ability to govern. "In a democracy, you have a majority that rules and an unmarginalized opposition that actually wants to get rid of the majority" by winning elections, he told me. What could never work, he said, is a system where the government coexists forever with a shadow entity lacking democratic intentions. He quoted the Quran, which says that only one God exists, because if there were multiple gods, all would be ruined. There can be only one government, one leader. That is true of a state, of a family, of a company, Siniora said. Or as his father used to say, two captains "will sink the ship."

As a tool for threatening Israel, however, Hezbollah for almost a quarter century had no real rivals. It was Iran's key instrument for deterrence and punishment: If you touch us, we will use Hezbollah to touch you. The end of that era came slowly, through the pathetic collapse of Syria and Lebanon as functioning states, and then quickly, when Israel began touching Hezbollah in unexpected places.

In September 2024, Israel blew up the group's pagers, causing gruesome injuries as the devices detonated in Hezbollah operatives' pockets. The Quran says that God is closer to a man than his jugular vein. The pager operation showed that Israel was only a few inches away from Hezbollah's femoral artery. Devastating pinpoint strikes showed that Israel had near-complete knowledge of the group's structure, whereabouts, and leadership. Israel then invaded and occupied southern Lebanon again. Its incursion ended with an agreement between Israel and the Lebanese government that was humiliating for Hezbollah and Lebanon. The Lebanese government affirmed that it would keep southern Lebanon free of military buildup by Hezbollah, and Israel reserved its right to defend itself. Because Israel had never conceived of its attacks on Hezbollah as a war of aggression in the first place, the assertion of this right amounted to a threat to return to Lebanon for further rounds of demolition. The deal was an embarrassment to Iran as well. Iran was supposed to defend its proxies, to reciprocate for their many years of fighting for Iran. Now Iran would not, or could not, protect them.

In parallel, Israel had begun dismantling Hamas. As of this writing, Israel has not finished doing so--and Hamas's mere survival, after nearly two years of bombing and siege, is for the group's stalwarts a victory in itself. But the ability to harass Israel and lob rockets at it in perpetuity has never been Iran's main use of the group. Hamas's real value to Iran is as a threat to the Palestinian Authority, the West Bank-based secular Arab autocracy seated in Ramallah, and by extension the secular Arab governments that are Iran's other targets in the region.

If Hamas took over the West Bank (ejecting the Palestinian Authority, as it did in Gaza in 2007), it would establish a jihadist state on the border of Jordan, one of the closest regional allies of Israel and the United States. More than half the population of Jordan is of Palestinian descent, and the presence of Palestinian refugees is a persistent source of instability. A Hamas-controlled West Bank would threaten Jordan's secular Sunni monarchy. The war in Gaza has not destroyed Hamas, but it has mortally wounded the version of Hamas that could have served this purpose for Iran. Hamas lives, but Hamas as a strategic asset for Iran is dead.

Read: Can one man hold Syria together?

The last of the proxy defeats was preordained. Syria's regime could not survive without Hezbollah. Syria was like a dialysis patient: guaranteed to die if left to its own resources, but kept alive through costly intervention. At the beginning of the Syrian civil war, Iranian soldiers arrived to save Assad. Hezbollah and Iraqi militias reinforced the government further, and Russian soldiers joined them in 2015. But when Israel began escalating its own strikes against targets in Syria, even the Iranians left. Last year, when an army of erstwhile Sunni jihadists marched on Damascus, each of these saviors had more important chores to take care of: Hezbollah was depleted from fighting Israel; Russia was fighting Ukraine; Iraq's Shiite militias mostly preferred to stay home; and Iran itself was gun-shy after its recent losses there. Syria's military lacked the will to defend its cities, and Damascus fell just 10 days after the offensive began.

These defeats happened faster than anyone predicted. But Iran's model decayed even in places where Israel and the United States had not attacked for some time. The most ironic is Iraq, given that Iraq was, after Lebanon, the site of Iran's greatest success. Iran had the chance to install a government that would mimic its own theocracy. Shiite parties dominate Iraq's politics, and Iraqi politicians who spent years during Saddam's rule living in Iran have led Iraqi Shiite parties and served as prime minister. By 2008, Americans were withdrawing, and combat deaths were subsiding to their lowest level since the start of the occupation. Iran seemed to have won, and whether the next game was electoral or military, most observers assumed that Qassem Soleimani and the Iranian government would decide who would end up in charge and what they would do.

To the surprise of many Shiite factions who thought they had Soleimani's support, they were both right and wrong: Iran had raised them all, and now rather than seeing any one of them dominate, it preferred for them all to fight. The internecine squabbling was immediate. The Mahdi Army controlled large parts of Basra. In 2008, it came under attack--not only by the Americans but also by Iraq's Shiite-led government. The Iraqi prime minister at the time, Nuri al-Maliki, was a Shiite sectarian with close ties to Iran, and many of his fellow Shia thought he could be relied on to listen to Iran's wishes and find a way to avoid clashing with an Iranian proxy militia. But Iran did little to stop the fratricide. By custom, every subsequent Iraqi government has been Shiite-led. Many, including the present one, are beholden to Shiite militias with strong ties to Iran. The militias are powerful and, because of their control of smuggling and other criminal activity, profitable. They are also engaged in constant bickering over the spoils of illicit trade and corruption.

Not long ago, these militias' tendency to bicker was mitigated by the deft orchestration of Soleimani. He had helped create and coordinate many of them, and sometimes played them off one another. After the United States killed him in a missile strike in 2020, the whole unruly gang of militias started pursuing their own interests. Many of the militias were incorporated into the Iraqi government in 2016, as the Popular Mobilization Forces. But rather than strengthen the Iraqi state, they have undermined it from within, by using their government privileges to streamline their corruption. "They use the PMF units to do things outside the government chain of command," Hamdi Malik, an associate fellow at the Washington Institute for Near East Policy, told me. In practice, PMF vehicles are exempt from investigation by any other Iraqi security services, as if they have diplomatic immunity from their own country's police and customs agents. "They have total freedom of movement, and that's why they can smuggle," Malik added.

Baghdad, it must be said, is flourishing now. When I visited in August 2024, I was moved to see that city, which I had known only as a site of murder and oppression, beset by the comparatively venial sin of gentrification. I found freshly built shopping malls and cafes with the interchangeably chic aesthetic of Dubai or Miami, filled with men and women bearing all the signs of new wealth: makeup, tanklike SUVs, beach bodies. At a bakery, I bought a pastry that tasted awful, because it was gluten-free. Downtown, I ate a burger from a food truck and lingered over cold drinks, without wondering whether I should scram before someone decided to kidnap me and videotape my beheading.

On previous trips to Baghdad, I had wanted to visit Mutanabbi Street, a narrow lane of booksellers that terminates at one of the Arab world's great remaining literary cafes. To stop there before would have been a risk--and indeed, in 2007, someone blew the whole place to bits, killing dozens. This time I browsed every bookstall, at leisure. The goods were odd. In English, I found copies of Assyrian histories, printed in England in the middle of the last century. In stock in Arabic were books by Margaret Atwood and Steve Harvey and Hitler. As a souvenir, I bought a recent translation of the Unabomber's manifesto, and read it in the reopened literary cafe, over a hot tea.

Iraqis warned me that this new peace conceals rot. "It's totally peaceful, and you can go anywhere," Ali Mamouri, who advised Prime Minister Mustafa al-Kadhimi on strategic communications from 2020 to 2022, told me. But he said there is a "deep dark side." The country's large businesses, such as power companies, refineries, and financial institutions, still operate under the influence of the militias, he said. "You have to pay protection money to this or that militia." I said that the protection seemed to be working, because the streets felt safe, and no one seemed afraid. "They get security," he said. "But they mostly do not get the security from police, or from the government." He said that the arrangement was going to be fatal for Iraq eventually, because the Mafias demanding protection money were a temporary measure, and they were at risk of descending into conflict in the streets. Iraq's lasting prosperity demanded the building of a state.

I saw signs of that state-building. At an intersection in central Baghdad one morning, I noticed about 30 men dressed identically for what appeared to be a casting call for a Mesopotamian remake of Reservoir Dogs: cheap black suits, thin black ties, white shirts. They were, in fact, cadets--officers in training at the Ministry of Interior, a main organ of Iraqi state security.

But never far from the sites of state-building were signs of others undermining that same state. I thought of the ominous line from the poet Shelley: "I arise and unbuild it again." In this case, the undermining agent occupied prime real estate just across from the Interior Ministry: an administrative headquarters for the PMF. It sprawled over a large block in central Baghdad. On the right, a state-building site; on the left, a site for unbuilding it, through the efforts of militias widely suspected of answering to another country's government.

Within the PMF headquarters, the group's leaders barely disguise the fact that their allegiances are split between Iraq and Iran. Photos of Khamenei and Soleimani are everywhere. The militias that make up the PMF have units that operate independently from the Iraqi state and are even more proudly sectarian and loyal to Iran. Some are listed by the Americans as terror groups. I spent an hour in a political office of one of the more extreme of these groups, Harakat Hezbollah al-Nujaba. "Nujaba is quite simply the closest militia to Iran," Malik said. "It is Iran's military wing in Iraq. They get their commands directly from Tehran." The friendly spokesperson, Hussein al-Musawi, compared his group's fondness for Iran to the natural alliance, based on shared interests and values, between the United States and Israel. Look in the mirror, he said. "America and Israel have their alliance, and we have ours." It was odd, though, that Iran had so many friends, and that even with such dominance, they could not come together to form a coherent government.

The reason for this incoherence, other Iraqis told me, is that incoherence has always been in Iran's interest. If you were Khamenei, or Soleimani, and had spent your early life listening to Iraqi-bomber raids on Tehran, or reading reports of your countrymen being fried like eggplants by Iraqis, wouldn't you be cautious about conjuring an Iraqi government as powerful as your own? Any tool that a Shiite government could build might become an American, Sunni, or Kurdish one, if power shifted. The safest course would be to force out the Americans, persecute the Sunnis, and then let the Shiite factions bicker forever. The most dangerous of all scenarios, for the Iranians, would be the rise of an Iraq with its own interests and means to pursue them at Iran's expense. Iran built an Axis to serve Iran, but built it in such a shoddy and corrupt way that, in Iraq, it often prefers to serve only itself.

Just two years ago, it appeared that Iran had three guns pointed at Israel's head. One was Hezbollah, with its much-vaunted rockets; another was Iraq, with battle-hardened militias ready to send drones and rockets, and possibly even fighters, through Syria; and the last was Yemen. When Israel decided to strike Iran, two of the guns didn't fire. Hezbollah was caught by surprise and decimated in the first attack. Iraq's militias were understandably concerned about facing the same quick denouement as Hezbollah. Only Yemen's Houthis took their shot--multiple drones and missiles, aimed straight at Israeli population centers--but without partners, they were not enough to substantiate the threat that the Axis represented.

By 2025, the Axis was in disarray. Iran's leaders still had their old distaste for direct confrontation. No direct confrontation and no indirect confrontation means no deterrence. Israel's dominance in those other corners of the arena gave it the confidence to start June's 12-day war, in which the last remaining Iranian strategic tool was its ballistic missiles. The war ended with a lopsided Israeli victory, and with Iran scrambling to find more ways to punish and deter Israel if hostilities resumed.

How long will Iran take to find an alternative to the Axis? When Iran was bereft before, finding another way forward took 15 years. Maybe it will never recover, and the Axis will turn out to be Iran's last good strategic idea. Maybe the next idea will be much better than the Axis--a nuclear weapon produced with unprecedented stealth, say, or something more clever than my own small mind can contemplate. Michael Doran, of the Hudson Institute, suggested that one possible fate was that of Castro's Cuba: Iran would swap its first generation of charismatic leaders for a military junta. "By some lights, the reign of the mullahs ended a long time ago, and it's already an IRGC regime," he told me, referring to Iran's Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps. The ideology of the regime is evolving from revolutionary Shiism to Persian nationalism, he said. But that shift would not mean that enmity with the United States and Israel would evaporate. A diminished Iran, sapped of its charisma, would continue seeking ways to harass Israel and the United States. This behavior is a singular and consistent feature of the Islamic Republic. Even when the regime has looked more amenable to peace with the U.S., through deals and compromise, it has labored mightily for the opposite.

"The resistance is an inextricable part of the Islamic Republic's identity," Karim Sadjadpour, a scholar at the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, told me. Khamenei has made feints and tactical adjustments. But the attempt to lead a revolutionary international movement against the United States and Israel, Sadjadpour said, is nonnegotiable. "Death to America, death to Israel, and hijab," he told me, seem to be points of stubborn insistence, not subject to reassessment.

In 2015, the Obama administration's nuclear deal with Iran established unprecedented access to its nuclear sites, and strict but temporary limits on enrichment. It did nothing, though, to dull Iran's enthusiasm for attacking the United States and Israel. In anticipation of a deal, and during the years the deal was in effect, Iran accelerated its support for the Axis. It used extra resources and latitude to become more aggressive. It intensified its support for Assad (having already prolonged a civil war); it strengthened its ties to the Houthis; it gave money and rockets to Hezbollah; it reportedly plotted and carried out terrorist attacks overseas. After the United States exited the nuclear deal, Iran allegedly tried to kill former National Security Adviser John Bolton, former Secretary of State Michael Pompeo, and the Iranian dissident Masih Alinejad.

Peace is not overrated. Many Iranians who hate their government nonetheless cheered the end of the war, and decried the senseless death of their countrymen at the hands of a faraway government whose concern for Iranian life was open to doubt. But not all peace is equal, and this strange, eventful history offers many reasons to suspect that the present peace with Iran will be a brief parenthesis in the long story of mutual enmity.

When Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini agreed to end the Iran-Iraq War, he likened the peace to drinking from a poisoned chalice. He did not--he could not--perform the elementary self-criticism that would have been involved in admitting that his decision to prolong the war and multiply its miseries was catastrophic. The peace at the end of the recent war with Israel is similarly marked by a lack of Iranian introspection or remorse.

Many Iranians wonder why their government spends so much money and effort on picking fights with Israel, the United States, and their allies, rather than on fixing its own corruption. I see no sign that the government itself wishes to reassess those priorities. Instead, it will do what it always does, which is look for bold new ways to pursue those priorities, with renewed vigor. The suffering of Iranians would be bad enough. But Iran's determination to spread that suffering around to its friends and enemies alike makes it a uniquely awful neighbor, in peace as well as in war.



This article appears in the October 2025 print edition with the headline "The Neighbor From Hell."
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Life Has Gotten Surreal in China

The state is ever more insistent on a reality at odds with people's experience. That's not a good sign for progress.

by Michael Schuman




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

Labubu appears to be yet another sign of China's global success. Figurines of the grinning, pointy-eared elf, marketed by a Chinese company called Pop Mart, are so wildly popular that fans around the world go to great lengths to get their hands on them. Many of them come in "blind boxes," meaning that the consumer gets to see the contents only after purchase. The Chinese state news agency Xinhua boasted in mid-June that the Labubu craze "signals a broader shift in China's role on the global stage": The country is becoming a cultural center.

At home, however, the Chinese Communist Party is working to dampen the enthusiasm. A June article in its main newspaper, the People's Daily, criticized the "out of control spending" on blind boxes and similar products among minors who are "irrational" in their decisions and called for tighter regulation to prevent such objects from becoming "tools to exploit children's wallets."

Blind boxes are but one cultural trend to incur the party's ire. In recent years, Chinese authorities have gone after video games and K-pop, comedy clubs and Halloween parties, gay and lesbian activists and women's-rights advocates, tech entrepreneurs and financial advisers. The incessant crackdowns, and the campaigns of censorship or censoriousness, suggest that the Chinese regime is intent on not just eliminating opposition, but also micromanaging its people's lifestyles, consumption, and beliefs.

From the June 2024 issue: The new propaganda war

That China under Communist rule is not an open society is hardly a surprise. But before Xi Jinping became the country's leader, the ruling establishment operated with some constraints. Now David Shambaugh, the director of the China-policy program at George Washington University's Elliott School of International Affairs, describes China's political environment as "neo-totalitarian," meaning that the state has taken a heavy hand "across the board and in all aspects of the lives of the nation."

The turn comes at a moment when many outside the country perceive it to be on a trajectory of ascent toward possible global dominance. A recent op-ed in The New York Times declared that the long-anticipated "Chinese century," when the center of global power switches from Washington to Beijing, "may already have dawned." Inside China, however, the country often seems to be not taking over the world so much as sinking into an autocratic abyss. Maybe these trends can coexist, and China can continue rising globally while deepening its domestic repression. But another trajectory seems just as likely--that an oppressive state will curtail China's vitality and place a hard limit on its global rise.

This past November, in the town of Zhuhai, in southern China, a man named Fan Weiqiu got into his car and plowed into a crowd at a sports center, killing 35 people and injuring 43. Apparently distraught over a divorce settlement, the 62-year-old Fan was found inside the car with severe self-inflicted knife wounds to his neck.

The incident immediately became a political problem. Such a tragedy should never have happened in the happy, harmonious society that Xi claims to have created, free of the violence and divisions that plague other, inferior countries. China's vast security state quickly got to work making sure it hadn't: Censors scrubbed videos, articles, and comments about the incident from social-media platforms. Workers at the sports center cleared away the bouquets of flowers that mourning residents had laid there. Police chased off curious visitors. Fan was executed two months later.

Disappearing inconvenient truths has always been a feature of Communist rule in China. In an episode of The Simpsons, Homer and the family visit Beijing, and as they pass through Tiananmen Square, they find a plaque that reads On this site, in 1989, nothing happened. But Xi has lately taken his efforts to convince people that they live in a socialist utopia to a new extreme.

The Chinese people are content, the state's propaganda organs insist, as they feed the public good news and suppress discussion of the country's many economic and social problems. The result is a surreal environment, where public discourse is ever more detached from everyday life, and the government is ever less responsive to the concerns and difficulties of its people.

At the same time, the state intrudes more and more into daily life. My wife and I have experienced this directly. Over the past year, teams of police have made regular visits to our Beijing apartment--four of them just this month. Officers check our passports and visas while recording the interaction with small video cameras. We have already provided this information to the police, as required by local regulations; these repetitive visits are likely meant simply to intimidate.

The resulting atmosphere is a throwback to an earlier era of Chinese Communist rule, before the economic-modernization program of Deng Xiaoping. In 1978, as party leader, Deng inaugurated liberalizing reforms with a speech calling upon his fellow cadres to "emancipate our minds." Deng did not intend China to become a free society. He made that clear with the Tiananmen massacre. But his approach did open safe spaces for debate and personal expression, especially in areas perceived as more pragmatic than political, such as the economy. This relative relaxation was crucial to China's rise, as it helped the country's leaders formulate policy and stoke entrepreneurship.

Today's Chinese leadership seems intent on winding these developments backwards. In a speech published earlier this year, Xi said he aimed to "ensure that the entire population is grounded in a shared ideological basis for unity." Minxin Pei, an expert on Chinese politics at Claremont McKenna College, put a finer point on the Chinese leader's motivations, suggesting to me that for Xi, "the loss of control over ideology, the loss of control over society" present "the primary threats to the Chinese Communist Party's hold on power."

Xi has been reasserting that control by steadily eliminating safe spaces for expression. He has enforced the study of his own philosophical ideas, known as Xi Jinping Thought, and constrained public debate on national issues. What was politically tolerated just a few years ago no longer is. The artist Gao Zhen, famous for his depictions of Mao Zedong, the Communist regime's founder, was detained last year, and the authorities confiscated several of his works that had been created more than a decade earlier. Censors remove from social media not only criticism and politically sensitive material, but even accounts and posts deemed too pessimistic.

One reason for the suppression may be that China has a good deal of bad news to disappear. Xi's predecessors could tout the country's rapid economic progress, but this ready source of political legitimacy has been evaporating, as growth has slowed and jobs are harder to find. Improving China's economic outlook would likely require more liberalizing reforms. Xi has resisted them, probably because they would weaken his grip on society by expanding the power of a wealthy middle class. China's leaders "may be fearful of creating a monster they cannot control," the Yale University economist Stephen Roach told me.

Instead, Chinese propaganda asserts that the economy is fine. Unflattering data and reports by prominent economists vanish from the internet. State media avoid reporting on the cost to Chinese factories of the U.S.-China trade dispute, and when they do acknowledge it, they tend to add a positive spin. Indeed, Cai Qi, a member of the party's powerful politburo, has urged officials to "sing loudly" about China's bright economic prospects.

A chasm has opened, as a result, between the experiences of Chinese citizens and the government's response. Chinese college graduates struggle to find jobs; the government, rather than reaching for policies to address their predicament, first suspended the release of unemployment statistics for the nation's young workers in 2023, then rejiggered the method of calculating them to produce a lower figure.

But the Chinese public isn't so easily fooled. In recent weeks, social-media users expressed nostalgia for the boom times by posting photos and videos of celebrities from the 2000s and commenting on both their fashion and the better opportunities available back then. These posts implicitly criticize the government by puncturing its narrative of economic progress. A recent paper by the scholars Michael Alisky, Martin King Whyte, and Scott Rozelle cited surveys conducted in China in which only 28 percent of respondents said in 2023 that they believed that hard work is always rewarded, compared with an average of 62 percent in polls conducted between 2004 and 2014.

Timothy McLaughlin: Why Beijing wants Jimmy Lai locked up

"I really wonder how a state that insists on a narrative that 'everything is getting better' and doesn't want to hear dissenting voices is going to be able to recognize and respond to those types of voices that are going to emerge in Chinese society," Carl Minzner, a senior fellow at the Council on Foreign Relations, told me.

In October, residents of Shanghai who ventured out in Halloween costumes got a rude surprise: Police hauled them off the streets. Unsanctioned Halloween celebrations were apparently now off-limits. The authorities didn't offer an explanation. Were they afraid that a reveler would criticize the regime with a satirical disguise, or dress up in a manner offensive to socialist morality? That a Halloween party might morph into a protest? In a politically charged society, nearly anything could appear to be a threat.

Students in the central city of Zhengzhou began taking nighttime bike rides to nearby Kaifeng. Late last year, the outings became a phenomenon as more and more riders joined them; sometimes the cyclists sang the country's national anthem as they peddled. At first, officials encouraged these jaunts. But then the crowds swelled to the tens of thousands, and the security state got jittery. In mid-November, police shut the bikers down.

If such arbitrary, paranoid behavior sounds familiar, it should, as it's common in authoritarian states and can contribute to their decline. China has already been through this. During the initial three decades of Communist rule under Mao, China plunged into violence, political paralysis, economic chaos, and a famine that killed tens of millions. Those who challenged Mao or tried to repair the damage were purged.

The Communist Party was able to save itself only after Mao's death, by opening China to the world in the 1980s and introducing the reforms that sparked its rapid economic growth. Ever since, China has appeared to be a "different" kind of authoritarian regime, one that merged political control with economic vibrancy. The "China model" supposedly furnished an alternative to the West's democratic capitalism as a pathway to national success.

Dan Wang: A nation of lawyers confronts China's engineering state

Now China appears to be going back to the future. The four decades of reform were "an aberration," Wang Feng, a sociologist at UC Irvine and the author of China's Age of Abundance, told me. The Xi era is "a reset," Wang said, returning China to a system in which the only source of power is political--the Communist Party, which is "exercising control over all sectors and suffocating society."

Can China continue to ascend economically under these conditions? Some of its new industries, such as electric vehicles and AI, seem to be continuing to thrive. But in other respects, China is following a pattern familiar from the failed autocracies of the past. Shambaugh told me he was reminded of the late Soviet period, noting "the systemic sclerosis inherent in one-man dictatorship, especially the sycophancy and the need to carry out the leader's directives no matter what they are." Shambaugh wrote in a 2024 paper that as the Soviet regime felt itself losing control, its raison d'etre seemed to become simply staying in power--"rule becomes rule for rule's sake." Xi's "evident insecurities and obsession with maintaining total control," Shambaugh wrote, are "clear evidence" that the same is happening in China.

That's not to say that China's system is on the verge of collapse. Beijing "has an economy and international linkages to fall back on that the Soviet Union never did," Shambaugh told me. Chinese Communism could simply "atrophy" in place, he said, citing as examples of this trajectory North Korea, Venezuela, and Cuba.

Could China really become like North Korea or the Soviet Union? Neither outcome is easy to imagine. But neither is the continued progress of a country that can't allow its citizens to grieve or celebrate.
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        Trump's Crypto Dealings Now Have the Perfect Cover
        Will Gottsegen

        The Trumps have never been known for their subtlety: They like to do things fast, big, and loud. This is especially so in the context of cryptocurrency, a noisy and chaotic industry by nature. Remember our president's collection of NFTs? Among the depictions on these digital trading cards is a portrait of Donald Trump in an Iron Man-inspired suit, accompanied by the caption "SUPERTRUMP." Or how about the $TRUMP meme coin and accompanying gamified gala dinner for its biggest investors?It has been ...

      

      
        Tesla Wants Out of the Car Business
        Patrick George

        Elon Musk still makes some of America's best electric cars. Earlier this summer, I rented a brand-new, updated Tesla Model Y, the first refresh to the electric SUV since it debuted, in 2020. Compared with even just two years ago, when the Model Y became the world's best-selling car, many companies make great EVs now. Some of them have the Model Y beat in certain areas, but for the price, the Tesla is still the total package.Now, imagine how good Teslas could be if Musk apparently wasn't so bored ...

      

      
        The Mass Shooters Are Performing for One Another
        Charlie Warzel

        Last week, a 23-year-old opened fire outside a church at a Minneapolis Catholic school, killing two children and injuring 19 other people before dying by suicide. Just a few hours later, the shooter's YouTube videos began to circulate online. In one, the shooter shows off an arsenal of weapons and ammunition laid out on a bed. The killer laughs and offers a stream-of-consciousness monologue. "I didn't ask for life," they say, the camera focused on the shooter's vape. "You didn't ask for death."Th...

      

      
        I'm a High Schooler. AI Is Demolishing My Education.
        Ashanty Rosario

        AI has transformed my experience of education. I am a senior at a public high school in New York, and these tools are everywhere. I do not want to use them in the way I see other kids my age using them--I generally choose not to--but they are inescapable.During a lesson on the Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, I watched a classmate discreetly shift in their seat, prop their laptop up on a crossed leg, and highlight the entirety of the chapter under discussion. In seconds, they had pulled...

      

      
        America's Next Top Racist
        Ali Breland

        Sign up for Trump's Return, a newsletter featuring coverage of the second Trump presidency.In the eyes of Nick Fuentes, Vice President J. D. Vance can't possibly be the future of the Republican Party. "Vance is not going to be a racist," Fuentes said during a livestream last week. "You can't make me go and vote for some fat ass with some mixed-race family." Fuentes, a 27-year-old influencer with more than 730,000 followers on X, showed his audience a photo of Vance with his Indian American wife a...

      

      
        YouTube's Sneaky AI 'Experiment'
        Alex Reisner

        Something strange has been happening on YouTube over the past few weeks. After being uploaded, some videos have been subtly augmented, their appearance changing without their creators doing anything. Viewers have noticed "extra punchy shadows," "weirdly sharp edges," and a smoothed-out look to footage that makes it look "like plastic." Many people have come to the same conclusion: YouTube is using AI to tweak videos on its platform, without creators' knowledge.A multimedia artist going by the nam...

      

      
        College Students Have Already Changed Forever
        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,...
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Trump's Crypto Dealings Now Have the Perfect Cover

In recent weeks, the family has dressed up its business dealings in the veneer of legitimacy.

by Will Gottsegen




The Trumps have never been known for their subtlety: They like to do things fast, big, and loud. This is especially so in the context of cryptocurrency, a noisy and chaotic industry by nature. Remember our president's collection of NFTs? Among the depictions on these digital trading cards is a portrait of Donald Trump in an Iron Man-inspired suit, accompanied by the caption "SUPERTRUMP." Or how about the $TRUMP meme coin and accompanying gamified gala dinner for its biggest investors?



It has been easy, in part because of the bluster of the Trumps' approach to promotion, to discount the family's dalliances in crypto as a cash grab: The meme coin--which has no function except to facilitate gambling--almost immediately made Trump a crypto billionaire. But recently, the family has taken a decidedly different tack--less Trumpian bombast, and more sober promotion of its crypto businesses. On Wednesday, Eric Trump joined CNBC after American Bitcoin, the crypto-mining company he co-founded, went public and began trading on the Nasdaq stock exchange. For the most part, he sounded like any other C-suite exec talking up their company after an IPO: "Watching what the stock is doing right now is just--it's beautiful and incredibly rewarding."

The public debut of American Bitcoin is just one way that the Trump family's crypto play has been dressed up over the past two weeks. The crypto firm Trump and his sons co-founded, World Liberty Financial, has aggressively expanded; the media company behind Truth Social has hoovered up millions in even more crypto; and that same company created a new crypto treasury to hold the stockpile. This blitz has proven to be enormously consequential (and enormously lucrative) for the maturing Trump crypto empire. Each of these moves has a veneer of legitimacy that the family's earlier crypto dealings lacked: They are much easier to defend than an Iron Man-inspired NFT, while doing just as much to enrich Trump and his sons.



The core of this maneuver is World Liberty Financial, which, despite counting Trump's three sons (including 19-year-old Barron) as founders, is by far the most legitimate-seeming operation in Trump's crypto universe. It is goofy--a "gold paper" issued by the company is plastered with a cartoon of Trump's face--but the company has attached itself to one of the most bulletproof parts of the crypto industry: stablecoins. These are cryptocurrencies pegged to the price of another asset, such as the U.S. dollar, and are typically backed by reserves. Think of them like digital cash. Thanks to a couple years of widespread adoption, stablecoins are now broadly accepted as the crypto industry's most robust innovation--one of the only true use cases in an industry that has long sought to prove it's more than just an avenue for speculation.



The company's stablecoin, USD1, launched back in March--but this week, the company moved to unlock a large tranche of what are known as "governance tokens." All governance tokens, in theory, can bring a level of accountability and democracy to a crypto project, conferring voting rights that can influence corporate-governance decisions--a little like how shareholders use voting stock to sway public companies. Except that in this case, the governance power conferred by the tokens seems mostly symbolic: World Liberty Financial's management team likely owns so much of the coin that it can veto the decisions. The Trumps alone hold nearly a quarter of the governance tokens that exist. The family netted as much as $5 billion in "paper wealth" once the tokens hit the market this week, according to The Wall Street Journal. The tokens, as of today, are likely the Trump family's most valuable asset, eclipsing all their golf courses and hotels.



It's a great example of the family's new crypto philosophy in action. World Liberty Finance certainly presents as a legitimate cryptocurrency business, but it is also, like the Trump meme coin, a way to put the Trump brand to work and potentially capitalize on the office of the presidency. In an emailed statement, White House Press Secretary Karoline Leavitt defended Trump's crypto dealings: "The media's continued attempts to fabricate conflicts of interest are irresponsible and reinforce the public's distrust in what they read. Neither the President nor his family have ever engaged, or will ever engage, in conflicts of interest."



Just in case the stablecoin operation wasn't enough to pass the legitimacy test, come Monday, Trump Media Group CRO Strategy, a new crypto company that exists mostly to buy lots of a single coin, will join American Bitcoin as a public company and be listed on Nasdaq. Tellingly, neither of these firms chose to go public through a traditional IPO, which involves all sorts of regulatory hurdles and public disclosures. By fast-tracking these stocks' public debuts, the Trumps are attempting to prove that these are real companies--legitimate assets backed by the fundamentals, rather than vaporware. Nasdaq, unlike some of the exchanges that listed the Trump meme coin, can be halted and controlled.



Few serious crypto investors could support Trump's meme coin with a straight face (Anthony Scaramucci famously called it "Idi Amin level corruption"), but today those same investors can point to American Bitcoin, or to World Liberty Financial's stablecoins, or to Trump Media Group CRO Strategy, and say, See? You can still buy the meme coin, or the Trump NFTs, or any of those other, more questionable, assets--but in the realer parts of their crypto empire, the Trumps have a perfect cover.
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Tesla Wants Out of the Car Business

Elon Musk's grand vision is coming into focus.

by Patrick George




Elon Musk still makes some of America's best electric cars. Earlier this summer, I rented a brand-new, updated Tesla Model Y, the first refresh to the electric SUV since it debuted, in 2020. Compared with even just two years ago, when the Model Y became the world's best-selling car, many companies make great EVs now. Some of them have the Model Y beat in certain areas, but for the price, the Tesla is still the total package.



Now, imagine how good Teslas could be if Musk apparently wasn't so bored with making them. With the exception of the struggling Cybertruck, Tesla hasn't released an entirely new electric car in five years. Musk has indicated that he wants Tesla to primarily focus on building robotaxis and robots. Autonomous-vehicle technology "is the product that makes Tesla a ten-trillion company," he told his biographer, Walter Isaacson. "People will be talking about this moment in a hundred years." All the while, Tesla has continued to make almost all of its money from selling cars.



But now it's clearer than ever that Tesla's future is not in selling cars. The company's latest "Master Plan IV," which was released earlier this week, makes no mention of any new electric cars in the works. It is instead a technocratic fever dream, predicting a future in which humanoid robots made by Tesla free us from mundane tasks and create a utopia of "sustainable abundance." To the extent that cars are mentioned at all, it's in the context of robotaxis, or the batteries that power them. In other words, Tesla, the biggest EV company in the country, wants out of the car business.



This new master plan--released on Musk's platform, X, naturally--might be easy to ignore. The roughly 1,000-word document is exceedingly vague and includes language like this: "The hallmark of meritocracy is creating opportunities that enable each person to use their skills to accomplish whatever they imagine." Even Musk conceded on X that the plan needs "more specifics." But Tesla has released only three previous master plans since its founding in 2003, and generally, they have paved the way for Tesla's future. The first one, published in 2006, laid out the path that Tesla would end up taking with its EVs: Start with an expensive electric car, then use the profits from that to branch out into more affordable ones. Nearly all of Tesla's competition still follows the same road map. Then, in 2016, "Master Plan, Part Deux" stressed a deeper vision for more electric cars, including a future SUV that became the Model Y and "a new kind of pickup truck." What that one was is pretty obvious today.

If this week's master plan reflects a company that is dead set on moving beyond cars, the divergence started back around the time of that second report. Even in 2016, Musk envisioned a future in which fully autonomous cars generated passive income for people while they worked or slept. The third master plan, released in 2023, is a 41-page white paper about the future of sustainable energy and how it could power fleets of autonomous vehicles. But the latest version is far more focused on AI than its predecessors were. Even just the visuals are telling: In one image in the master plan, a family plays Jenga on their coffee table while a Tesla robot waters the plants behind them. Right now, Musk has more of a reason than ever to go all in on robots: Today, Tesla's board unveiled a new potential pay package for its CEO, promising him as much as $1 trillion--yes, trillion--if he meets certain targets, including deploying millions of robots and robotaxis in the next decade. (Tesla did not respond to a request for comment.)

Granted, Musk is onto something here. Many in the auto industry believe that technologies such as electric power and autonomous driving will converge over time, which is why they're bullish on EVs in the long term. But Musk's view of that timeline is likely overly ambitious. Nobody's making any "passive income" from a self-driving Tesla, as Musk said they would by 2020. Even its driverless "robotaxi" service is up and running in only Austin and San Francisco. Tesla is far behind Waymo, the driverless-taxi service owned by Google's parent company that is picking up riders in five cities, and is quickly spreading to many more. Meanwhile, Tesla's humanoid "Optimus" robot is unproven, and the project has reportedly struggled with delays and leadership turnover.

But by betting everything on AI, Tesla is sacrificing the very thing that the company knows how to make so well: cars. Autonomy has already come at the expense of new EVs. Last year, Musk reiterated that he feels it would be "pointless" to make a $25,000 car unless it was fully autonomous. Tesla could be financing its self-driving-technology dreams by making that affordable EV or a more conventional pickup truck, but Musk seems to see that as some kind of distraction. If his master plan doesn't pan out, there won't be much left of Tesla. The company's sales have collapsed across the world, in part because of Musk's politics and in part because Tesla is getting hammered by EV newcomers from China. The master plan doesn't outline any way forward.

Musk has learned the hard way that making cars is a brutal business. The costs are high, and the profit margins are slim. Fighting over market share with Volkswagen and Ford isn't an expedient way to colonize Mars. But Tesla's retreat from the electric-car business is everyone's loss. Tesla is a big reason that so many automakers have frantically begun to make EVs in the past few years. It showed the rest of the industry that if you build high-tech electric cars and they're actually good, people will buy them. Under Donald Trump, as incentives to make and sell EVs are vanishing, plenty of automakers in America are already walking back their once-ambitious electric plans. If the biggest seller of EVs continues to move away from what it helped create, Americans will end up with cars that continue to pollute. That certainly doesn't get us to a world of "sustainable abundance."
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The Mass Shooters Are Performing for One Another

The goal of these attacks is to join a lineage of infamous killers.

by Charlie Warzel




Last week, a 23-year-old opened fire outside a church at a Minneapolis Catholic school, killing two children and injuring 19 other people before dying by suicide. Just a few hours later, the shooter's YouTube videos began to circulate online. In one, the shooter shows off an arsenal of weapons and ammunition laid out on a bed. The killer laughs and offers a stream-of-consciousness monologue. "I didn't ask for life," they say, the camera focused on the shooter's vape. "You didn't ask for death."



The video generated a lot of attention, in large part due to the images and phrases that the shooter had inscribed on guns and magazine cases: racial slurs, random expletives, and the names of at least 13 other killers. There were references to Waco and Ruby Ridge as well as BlackRock and ExxonMobil. One of the guns says Release the files! An ammo magazine is scrawled with kill Donald Trump; another says I'm the woker, baby, why so queerious. There are multiple references to memes: Popular phrases like skibidi appear, as does "Lenny Face"--( deg [?]? deg)--and an extremely niche allusion to a web comic from 2008. Taken together, the messages are incoherent. This is irony-poisoned nihilism, tactical gear as shitposting--the only cause this person seems to have is to troll the viewer.



And it worked. The video was picked apart by people looking for some hints as to the shooter's motivation or politics. Some right-wing influencers and MAGA-friendly news outlets seized on the killer's gender identity, insinuating that the shooting had something to do with them being trans. Others fixated on the message about killing Trump and suggested the killer was a deranged liberal. Some left-leaning commentators seized upon the anti-Semitic scrawlings and racial slurs and said the killer was clearly a neo-Nazi.



But the rush to make sense of the shooting based on these messages and symbols is misguided. As incoherent, unhinged, or even cringey as the Minneapolis shooter's videos might seem, they are part of a familiar template of terroristic behavior--one that continues to spread in online communities dedicated to mass shootings and other forms of brutality. In these morbid spaces, killers are viewed as martyrs, and they're dubbed "saints." Really, they're influencers.



These disaffected communities live on social networks, message boards, and private Discords. They are populated by trolls, gore addicts, and, of course, aspiring shooters, who study, debate, and praise mass-shooting tactics and manifestos. Frequently, these groups adopt the aesthetics of neo-Nazis and white supremacists--sometimes because they are earnestly neo-Nazis and white supremacists, and sometimes because it's the look and language that they're cribbing from elsewhere. It's always blurry, but it usually amounts to the same thing. In an article published by this magazine last year, Dave Cullen, author of the book Columbine, summed it all up: "As you read this, a distraught, lonely kid somewhere is contemplating an attack--and the one community they trust is screaming, Do it!"

Dave Cullen: The Columbine-killers fan club

Authorities have not released information as to whether the Minneapolis shooter was active in these online communities. Still, the shooter did appear to be participating in what could only be described as a fandom: One of their guns contains a direct reference to the perpetrator of the Sandy Hook Elementary shooting.



To understand the dynamics at play here, I spoke at length with Alex Newhouse, a researcher at the University of Colorado at Boulder who studies online extremism. He told me that the "proximate goal of these attacks is to entrench the shooter in the broader legacy of violence and propel the legacy further." The idea, in other words, is to motivate someone else to become a shooter--by creating a public manifesto, leaving a trail of digital evidence, and even livestreaming attacks in some cases. "The more frequently the template shows up, the more likely it will repeat," Newhouse said. "It's not ideological in the sense that we tend to think about it. There may be anti-Semitic or fascistic elements therein, but the real incentive is the self-reinforcing legacy of these shooters."



For that reason, Newhouse calls these groups "mass-shooter-creation machines."

There are many different networks of terror online, all with a constellation of differing ideologies, though many of them overlap. There is the Terrorgram Collective, whose leaders were last year indicted by the Department of Justice "for soliciting hate crimes, soliciting the murder of federal officials, and conspiring to provide material support to terrorists." Another group is known as the True Crime Community, or TCC, which is a collection of users that grew in part out of the "Columbiners" community--these are fans of mass shooters and serial killers.



Sometimes, these groups overlap with other violent networks, including those that traffic child pornography and target and exploit vulnerable minors into cutting or otherwise hurting themselves. As the extremism researchers Jean Slater and Ry Terran wrote earlier this year, these groups, as well as right-wing youth subcultures, have blended together into a diffuse, "hybrid threat network." What this means is that users from all these fringe subcultures--people from Terrorgram, mass-murder fan groups, people looking to groom children, trolls--are interacting across public social networks and private chat communities. These individuals may not all share the same interests, yet they are fellow travelers on many of the worst spaces on the internet. Slater and Terran call this loose network the "Soyjak Attacker Video Fandom," named in part after a message board started by 4chan users. This network, they write, "is best understood as a fandom or subculture; it has no official membership or leaders. The fandom goes beyond simply admiring mass attackers, and is truly an active and participatory subculture."



This is all meant to be impenetrable to outsiders, which is one reason for the confusion that follows shootings such as the one in Minneapolis. But the dynamics are familiar: There are in-jokes, lore, and, most importantly, real people trying to impress their perceived peers. For instance, in January, the Wisconsin Center for Investigative Journalism and ProPublica reported that two teenagers who carried out separate shootings in Madison, Wisconsin (December 2024), and Nashville, Tennessee (January 2025), crossed paths online and frequented many of the same spaces dedicated to glorifying and discussing mass killings. The report notes that the Nashville killer praised the Madison shooter online as a "saintress" and boasted online that he "used to be mutuals with someone who is now a real school shooter ;-)."



Again, all of this confounds traditional attempts at sense making. "So much of the killers' legacy is built upon the dependability of individual shooters being treated as puzzles to solve and people to understand," Newhouse told me. "The reaction--by the media, by researchers, by politicians--to dig into these individuals and sort it into something we can wrap our heads around is very human, but it helps sustain this cycle."



The problem is not that media coverage or attempts at explanation necessarily glorifies the shooter, but that it directs attention toward the shooter. That people might be falling for the Minneapolis shooter's scribblings and raging at each other over potential motivations is likely thrilling to potential copycat killers--proof that the troll still works. We can link to the post still but summarize it ourselves: As one extremism researcher posted last week, the goal of these attacks is to join the lineage of mass shooters and for the next killer to inscribe their name on a gun before an attack.

What is chilling about this still-novel brand of extremist violence is that it weaponizes one of the internet's greatest gifts: the ability for small groups of like-minded people to find each other and build community.



To counter this dynamic, Newhouse thinks lawmakers, those in charge of news coverage, and even interested onlookers should redirect attention away from individual perpetrators. Instead, they should focus on how mass shootings are a social problem driven by networks and communities. Addressing the problem would mean tackling the loneliness and alienation that cause people to seek out or fall into these online spaces. It would require real changes to firearm access. It would mean finding ways to counter the degradation of real, physical communities that lead people to retreat to the digital world, and it would mean expecting tech companies such as the infamously permissive Telegram to take a more active role in halting the recruitment of children into dangerous groups. There are no politically easy or fast solutions.



But the situation is not hopeless. Near the end of our conversation, Newhouse offered an interesting comparison for the networked phenomenon of the modern, online mass shooter: ISIS. In 2015, Twitter began conducting mass-deletion campaigns of suspected ISIS accounts, significantly disrupting the group's organizing and recruiting. When ISIS moved to more private networks, a group organized by Europol worked with nine technology platforms and service providers, including Telegram, to identify and suspend ISIS accounts and jihadist content. Eighty-nine countries and institutions, including the United States, have joined a "Global Coalition" to fight ISIS, which continues to monitor digital activity and financial transactions to combat the terror group. "There are signs throughout the last 20 years that you can disrupt well-resourced established networks to make them less prolific, but it requires an extreme amount of government and corporate coordination," Newhouse said.



As for the media, in the aftermath of the Minneapolis shooting, I went back and reread Columbine. I was haunted by the passages that chronicled the mass media's response to the shooting. In a rush to understand the tragedy and feed a hungry audience, their reporting helped spread rumors--that the killers were goths, that they targeted jocks and minorities, or that they were gay. Some of these mistruths portrayed the killers as outcasts and, crucially, victims. Others incorrectly stated that the killers had executed their plan to perfection. In reality, they botched their attack horribly. Their bombs never went off, and the pair died, according to Cullen, as "miserable failures."



But more than 26 years later, these mischaracterizations endured, becoming foundational lore for young people who want to follow in the killers' footsteps. The cycle that Columbine helped kick off has evolved into a subculture that is dark, unwieldy, and durable. Yes, it is an outgrowth of sick individuals, broken policy, and a nation brimming with firearms, but also of a culture that refuses to learn lessons from past tragedies. To break this nightmarish cycle, every bit of it has to change.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/archive/2025/09/minneapolis-church-shooting-influencers/684083/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



I'm a High Schooler. AI Is Demolishing My Education.

The end of critical thinking in the classroom

by Ashanty Rosario




AI has transformed my experience of education. I am a senior at a public high school in New York, and these tools are everywhere. I do not want to use them in the way I see other kids my age using them--I generally choose not to--but they are inescapable.



During a lesson on the Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, I watched a classmate discreetly shift in their seat, prop their laptop up on a crossed leg, and highlight the entirety of the chapter under discussion. In seconds, they had pulled up ChatGPT and dropped the text into the prompt box, which spat out an AI-generated annotation of the chapter. These annotations are used for discussions; we turn them in to our teacher at the end of class, and many of them are graded as part of our class participation. What was meant to be a reflective, thought-provoking discussion on slavery and human resilience was flattened into copy-paste commentary. In Algebra II, after homework worksheets were passed around, I witnessed a peer use their phone to take a quick snapshot, which they then uploaded to ChatGPT. The AI quickly painted my classmate's screen with what it asserted to be a step-by-step solution and relevant graphs.



These incidents were jarring--not just because of the cheating, but because they made me realize how normalized these shortcuts have become. Many homework assignments are due by 11:59 p.m., to be submitted online via Google Classroom. We used to share memes about pounding away at the keyboard at 11:57, anxiously rushing to complete our work on time. These moments were not fun, exactly, but they did draw students together in a shared academic experience. Many of us were propelled by a kind of frantic productivity as we approached midnight, putting the finishing touches on our ideas and work. Now the deadline has been sapped of all meaning. AI has softened the consequences of procrastination and led many students to avoid doing any work at all. As a result, these programs have destroyed much of what tied us together as students. There is little intensity anymore. Relatively few students seem to feel that the work is urgent or that they need to sharpen their own mind. We are struggling to receive the lessons of discipline that used to come from having to complete complicated work on a tight deadline, because chatbots promise to complete our tasks in seconds.

Read: The AI takeover of education is just getting started

Desperate to address AI, schools across the U.S. are investing in detection tools and screen-monitoring software to curb cheating. Some of these tools have been used in my school: Teachers rely on plagiarism checkers and exam-proctoring software. Still, these systems aren't foolproof, and many students have begun to bypass these measures. Students use AI "humanizer" tools, which rephrase text to remove "robotic undertones," as one such program puts it, or they manually edit the AI's output themselves to simplify language or adjust the chatbot's sentence structure. During in-class exams, screens may be locked or recording technology may be employed, but students have ways around these, too--sneaking phones in, for example. Based on what I've observed, preventative measures can only go so far.



The trouble with chatbots is not just that they allow students to get away with cheating or that they remove a sense of urgency from academics. The technology has also led students to focus on external results at the expense of internal growth. The dominant worldview seems to be: Why worry about actually learning anything when you can get an A for outsourcing your thinking to a machine?



During my sophomore year, I participated in my school's debate team. I was excited to have a space outside the classroom where creativity, critical thinking, and intellectual rigor were valued and sharpened. I love the rush of building arguments from scratch. ChatGPT was released back in 2022, when I was a freshman, but the debate team weathered that first year without being overly influenced by the technology--at least as far as I could tell. But soon, AI took hold there as well. Many students avoided the technology and still stand against it, but it was impossible to ignore what we saw at competitions: chatbots being used for research and to construct arguments between rounds.



To me, debate is about forming your own arguments and pushing yourself to refute curveball counters. It's about developing the skills to outthink and out-argue your opponent. It isn't about who can present the best cookie-cutter AI arguments with polished and possibly invented data. Something I once loved now feels empty.

Read: College students have already changed forever

AI is not all bad. Some students may use these tools to develop their understanding or explore topics more deeply, serving their intellectual curiosity without actually cheating. AI can also be used as a study aid--say, quizzing you on vocabulary ahead of a Spanish test. But the temptation to abuse these tools is always there. I am concerned about what will happen as the short-term solutions presented by chatbots become the only ones that people know how to pursue--especially beyond the classroom. If we keep leaning on AI to sidestep pressure or deadlines, what happens when the tools aren't there? In the real world, chatbots cannot hold the powerful to account in the way an investigative reporter does, through relentless interviews and vetting hard-to-find information. They cannot perform open-heart surgery or ballet. Many of us are so accustomed to outsourcing that we're dulling the very instincts that we need to prevail in life: grit, critical thinking, and the ability to function smoothly under stress.



It will take more than AI detectors and screen monitoring to address this disconnect. Student assessments should be focused on tasks that are not easily delegated to technology: oral exams, for instance, in which students walk educators through their thinking process, or personalized writing assignments that are unique to the student or current events. Portfolio-based or presentational grading could be emphasized over traditional exams or pop quizzes, giving students ample time to earn their grades. Students can also be encouraged to reflect on their own work--using learning journals or discussion to express their struggles, approaches, and lessons learned after each assignment.



These strategies could create an academic environment where integrity, creativity, and original thought thrive. Whatever the path forward, it must be forged soon. If chatbots have made school easier to get through, they are also making school equally as hard to grow out of. The technology is producing a generation of eternal novices, unable to think or perform for themselves.
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America's Next Top Racist

No matter how far Nick Fuentes pushes his bigotry, his influence continues to rise.

by Ali Breland




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

In the eyes of Nick Fuentes, Vice President J. D. Vance can't possibly be the future of the Republican Party. "Vance is not going to be a racist," Fuentes said during a livestream last week. "You can't make me go and vote for some fat ass with some mixed-race family." Fuentes, a 27-year-old influencer with more than 730,000 followers on X, showed his audience a photo of Vance with his Indian American wife and biracial kids in front of the Taj Mahal. "How would he possibly ever say that there is an ethnic basis for American identity?" Fuentes asked, referring to a far-right dream of turning America into a white ethno-state. "There's not even an ethnic basis for his family."



Vance is only one of Fuentes's many targets. America also has a problem with "organized Jewry," he said on another livestream earlier this month. "It's like a transnational gang." Fuentes, who is a quarter Mexican, has at times used his background to claim that he is not a white supremacist. His unabashed racism suggests otherwise. Earlier this year, in yet another stream, Fuentes described Chicago as "nigger hell." He then laughed and added: "I just came up with that, just now. Isn't that good?" Fuentes has also said that Hitler was "really fucking cool" and posited that "we need to go back to burning women alive." (Fuentes did not respond to multiple requests for an interview.)



This is shocking rhetoric even in 2025, when the far right has embraced race science and the federal government could be mistaken for pursuing the aims of the Proud Boys. Popular MAGA figures rarely engage in Fuentes-grade bigotry. Consider Laura Loomer, the influencer and Donald Trump confidante: She has called Kamala Harris a "DEI Shaniqua" and described Indian immigrants as "third world invaders," but even she stops short of the vile slurs and Hitler praise expressed by Fuentes.



His approach is working. Fuentes is among the most popular streamers on Rumble, a right-wing platform similar to YouTube; his videos regularly rack up hundreds of thousands of views. He's gained more than 100,000 new followers on X since late June. The White House now posts on X in a gleefully cruel style that seems inspired by Fuentes's followers, who call themselves "Groypers"--in fact, at the end of May, Trump posted a meme of himself that was first posted by a Groyper account. At least one Fuentes supporter, Paul Ingrassia, works in the administration as a liaison to the Department of Homeland Security. Ingrassia, who didn't respond to an interview request, has also been nominated to lead the U.S. Office of Special Counsel. No matter how far Fuentes pushes his bigotry, his influence continues to rise.

Read: Another edgelord comes to power

Fuentes has been saying awful things into a camera since he was a teenager. He started his show, America First, as a freshman at Boston University in 2017. That April, he spoke about it being "time to kill" the "globalists" who run CNN. In August 2017, after attending the far right's fatal Unite the Right rally in Charlottesville, Fuentes dropped out of college. National news outlets covered his departure as a case of a student being driven off campus by death threats for his political opinions. At the time, Fuentes denied being a white nationalist and a racist to The Boston Globe.



Fuentes began to develop his platform, dabbling in extreme rhetoric--how he believes that Jim Crow segregation was "better for us" and that "multiculturalism is a cancer"--while sharing more familiar right-wing political views. (For example, Fuentes talks about how Christianity informs his politics, and his desire to see the GOP accrue more power.) By 2019, he had garnered a following of mostly young, disaffected men, who trolled his adversaries online and occasionally in the physical world too. That year, Groypers heckled Donald Trump Jr., Charlie Kirk, and Representative Dan Crenshaw at events across the country with homophobic and anti-Semitic comments. In 2022, he hosted a political conference that featured two GOP members of Congress: Marjorie Taylor Greene and Paul Gosar. Later that year, Kanye West (who now goes by "Ye") brought him along to a dinner with Trump at Mar-a-Lago.



Facing backlash from the public and leaders in their own party, Greene and Gosar eventually distanced themselves from Fuentes, and Trump posted on Truth Social that he "knew nothing about" Fuentes before meeting him. Fuentes was booted off Facebook, YouTube, and--for a time--Twitter. It seemed that he would follow the same arc as other popular white supremacists: Richard Spencer, for example, gained a lot of influence as a white supremacist in the early Trump years, but he has virtually faded out of the public spotlight. Trump disavowed Spencer's movement soon after winning the presidency in 2016; the next year, Spencer was kicked out of CPAC.

Read: How Richard Spencer became an icon for white supremacists

But Fuentes has held on. After rebranding Twitter as X, Elon Musk reinstated his account last year. Major media figures on the right once tried to handle Fuentes's encroachment into their spaces by basically pretending that he didn't exist. They can no longer do that. In the past several weeks, he has weathered various attacks from a trio of high-profile right-wing figures, including Musk, Candace Owens, and Tucker Carlson. In a conversation with Owens on his  show, Carlson called Fuentes a "weird little gay kid in his basement" and tried to discredit him by intimating, without evidence, that he is an agent who is working to "discredit non-crazy right voices" such as himself and Owens. "I think Tucker Carlson and Candace Owens view him as a competitor," Ben Lorber, an analyst with Political Research Associates, a group that monitors the far right, told me. "He's almost outflanking them in a discourse they want to corner."



The secret to Fuentes's success may be that he shares the politics of many far-right Trump supporters but doesn't position himself as a MAGA personality. He is not limited by the party line--or by the desires of wealthy Republican donors. He doesn't champion capitalism. He doesn't try to obfuscate his positions on the role of women in society and what rights they should have; he is very open about being a misogynist. ("Your body, my choice. Forever," he posted on Election Night in November; that post has now been viewed more than 102 million times.) If Trump veers into territory Fuentes disagrees with, then Fuentes simply disagrees publicly. He offers a consistency that other right-wingers cannot.



For instance, in June, many MAGA figures adjusted their own position after Trump attacked Iran. At the time, Charlie Kirk wrote on Facebook that he was open to America supporting regime change in Iran; a few months earlier, he'd posted on X that, under Trump, "America has a golden opportunity to pull away from Middle East quagmires for good." By contrast, Fuentes criticized Trump directly: "So delicious watching people defend Trump for the past week because 'he isn't doing regime change,' only for him to immediately start advocating regime change the day after bombing Iran," he wrote on X. When the Trump administration refused to release the Jeffrey Epstein files, lots of pro-Trump figures were unhappy but did not directly attack the president. "I'm going to trust my friends in the government to do what needs to be done," Kirk said at the time. Fuentes took a different approach: "Let us never forget that one year ago today, our President Donald Trump was spared from sudden death by God," he posted on X. "Trump took a bullet so that he could live to cover up Epstein's pedophile island and to bomb Iran for Israel."



Fuentes has also endured because, compared with other white supremacists, he is better at connecting to a broader audience. His rhetoric is deplorable, but evidently, many people want to hear it--particularly those who are part of his core audience: Gen Z men. (Based on my own reporting, his in-person events are nearly universally attended by young white men.) One of his recurring points is that the future, especially for young people, is grim. "It's the idea that our kids and this generation is never going to own anything," he said during a livestream in 2022. "Debt slavery. Never owning a house, never owning a car, never paying off their school. Never making an income to support a family. Not being able to have a family."

The answer, he argues, is mass deportations and stopping a supposed Jewish cabal that is looking out for its own interests. Fuentes gives young men a clearly articulated road map as to how being prolifically racist will improve the quality of their life. By contrast, Spencer evinced bad political instincts. He once told a crowd at Auburn University, a college-football powerhouse, that he would ban football if he could, because it makes white people sympathetic to Black people.



Perhaps Fuentes will eventually face the same fate as Spencer: He operates in a narrow lane between mainstream influencer and niche white supremacist. But the longer he sticks around, the more opportunities he will get to influence young men. In 2023, I reported that conservative organizations at roughly 30 college campuses across the country had been taken over by students aligned with Groypers. Such groups have long helped breed the next generation of Republican staffers. By infiltrating them, Fuentes is shaping the future of the right. Even if his popularity starts to wane, his politics aren't going away for a long time.
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YouTube's Sneaky AI 'Experiment'

The video platform is quietly using AI to "improve clarity" in uploaded content. Why?

by Alex Reisner




Something strange has been happening on YouTube over the past few weeks. After being uploaded, some videos have been subtly augmented, their appearance changing without their creators doing anything. Viewers have noticed "extra punchy shadows," "weirdly sharp edges," and a smoothed-out look to footage that makes it look "like plastic." Many people have come to the same conclusion: YouTube is using AI to tweak videos on its platform, without creators' knowledge.

A multimedia artist going by the name Mr. Bravo, whose YouTube videos feature "an authentic 80s aesthetic" achieved by running his videos through a VCR, wrote on Reddit that his videos look "completely different to what was originally uploaded." "A big part of the videos charm is the VHS look and the grainy, washed out video quality," he wrote. YouTube's filter obscured this labor-intensive quality: "It is ridiculous that YouTube can add features like this that completely change the content," he wrote. Another YouTuber, Rhett Shull, posted a video last week about what was happening to his video shorts, and those of his friend Rick Beato. Both run wildly popular music channels, with more than 700,000 and 5 million subscribers, respectively. In his video, Shull says he believes that "AI upscaling" is being used--a process that increases an image's resolution and detail--and is concerned about what it could signal to his audience. "I think it's gonna lead people to think that I am using AI to create my videos. Or that it's been deepfaked. Or that I'm cutting corners somehow," he said. "It will inevitably erode viewers' trust in my content."

Fakery is a widespread concern in the AI era, when media can be generated, enhanced, or modified with little effort. The same pixel-filled rectangle could contain the work of someone who spent time and energy and had the courage to perform publicly, or of someone who sits in bed typing prompts and splicing clips in order to make a few bucks. Viewers who don't want to be fooled by the latter must now be alert to the subtlest signs of AI modification. For creators who want to differentiate themselves from the new synthetic content, YouTube seems interested in making the job harder.

Read: ChatGPT turned into a Studio Ghibli machine. How is that legal?

When I asked Google, YouTube's parent company, about what's happening to these videos, the spokesperson Allison Toh wrote, "We're running an experiment on select YouTube Shorts that uses image enhancement technology to sharpen content. These enhancements are not done with generative AI." But this is a tricky statement: "Generative AI" has no strict technical definition, and "image enhancement technology" could be anything. I asked for more detail about which technologies are being employed, and to what end. Toh said YouTube is "using traditional machine learning to unblur, denoise, and improve clarity in videos," she told me. (It's unknown whether the modified videos are being shown to all users or just some; tech companies will sometimes run limited tests of new features.)

Toh's description sounds remarkably similar to the process undertaken when generative-AI programs create entirely new videos. These programs typically use a diffusion model: a machine-learning program that is trained to refine an extremely noisy image into one that's clear, with sharp edges and smooth textures. An AI upscaler can use the same diffusion process to "improve" an existing image, rather than to create a new one. The similarity of the underlying process might explain why the visual signature of diffusion-based AI is recognizable in these YouTubers' videos.

While running this experiment, YouTube has also been encouraging people to create and post AI-generated short videos using a recently launched suite of tools that allow users to animate still photos and add effects "like swimming underwater, twinning with a lookalike sibling, and more." YouTube didn't tell me what motivated its experiment, but some people suspect that it has to do with creating a more uniform aesthetic across the platform. As one YouTube commenter wrote: "They're training us, the audience, to get used to the AI look and eventually view it as normal."

Google isn't the only company rushing to mix AI-generated content into its platforms. Meta encourages users to create and publish their own AI chatbots on Facebook and Instagram using the company's "AI Studio" tool. Last December, Meta's vice president of product for generative AI told the Financial Times that "we expect these AIs to actually, over time, exist on our platforms, kind of in the same way that [human] accounts do."

Read: What we discovered on "deep YouTube"

In a slightly less creepy vein, Snapchat provides tools for users "to generate novel images" of themselves based on selfies they've taken. And last year, TikTok introduced Symphony Creative Studio, which generates videos and includes a "Your Daily Video Generations" feature that suggests new videos automatically each day.

This is an odd turn for "social" media to take. Platforms that are supposedly based on the idea of connecting people with one another, or at least sharing experiences and performances--YouTube's slogan until 2013 was "Broadcast Yourself"--now seem focused on getting us to consume impersonal, algorithmic gruel. Shull said that the modification of his videos erodes his trust in YouTube, and how could it not? The platform's priorities have clearly shifted away from creators such as Shull, whose combined work is a major reason YouTube has become the juggernaut it is today.
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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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U.S. Adversaries Strengthen Their Bond

Panelists discuss what a military parade in Beijing reveals about the future of American diplomacy, and more.

by The Editors




The leaders of Russia, China, and North Korea gathered in Beijing this week in a show of force that highlighted their strengthening alliance. On Washington Week With The Atlantic, panelists joined to discuss this and more.

"If you look at this gathering earlier this week, you had America's foremost adversaries declaring that their goal was to bring an end to the rules-based, post-war international order" that was "created and driven by the United States for our own benefit," Stephen Hayes, the editor of The Dispatch, explained last night. Yet, he continued, it's as if the Trump administration "is looking at them doing this" and saying, in effect, "How can we help?" Donald Trump is "picking fights with our allies and accommodating our enemies," Hayes argued.

Meanwhile, in a contentious hearing this week, Robert F. Kennedy Jr. defended his moves as secretary of health and human services before the Senate. The panel discussed how Kennedy's policies, including his anti-vaccine agenda, became popular with the MAGA base--and what it could mean for the future of American public health.

Joining the editor in chief of The Atlantic, Jeffrey Goldberg, to discuss this and more: Elisabeth Bumiller, a writer at large at The New York Times; Leigh Ann Caldwell, the chief Washington correspondent at Puck; Stephen Hayes, the editor of The Dispatch; and Vivian Salama, a staff writer at The Atlantic.

Watch the full episode here.
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        A Massive Vaccine Experiment
        Katherine J. Wu

        Two and a half years ago, Ashish Jha was the White House's COVID-19 response coordinator, a job that meant getting as much of the country as possible on board with the federal government's approach to public health. For much of this summer, he's been doing the opposite of that.As Robert F. Kennedy Jr., the secretary of the Department of Health and Human Services, dismantles nearly every core component of the country's vaccine infrastructure--defunding vaccine research, restricting access to shots,...

      

      
        A Different RFK Jr. Just Appeared Before Congress
        Nicholas Florko

        Some Republican senators, it seems, have begun to fret that Robert F. Kennedy Jr. was not being entirely honest when he sought their votes to confirm him as secretary of Health and Human Services. Back in January, Kennedy reassured lawmaker after lawmaker that he would not limit access to vaccines. But today, before the Senate Finance Committee, he aggressively defended anti-vaccine talking points, alarming Democrats and Republicans alike. "You promised to uphold the highest standards for vaccine...

      

      
        RFK Jr.'s Victory Lap
        Tom Bartlett

        This spring, months before the recent dramatic departures from the CDC, Robert F. Kennedy Jr. battled with the agency's scientists during the very first public-health crisis of his tenure as health secretary. As measles tore through a remote community in West Texas, Kennedy waffled on the vaccine and promoted alternative remedies, such as vitamin A. So the CDC pushed back. Demetre Daskalakis, who resigned last week as the CDC's director of the National Center for Immunization and Respiratory Dise...

      

      
        Goodbye, FEMA. Hello, Disaster Consultants.
        Zoe Schlanger

        Updated at 3:40 p.m. on September 5, 2025

Derrick Hiebert had planned to stick it out at FEMA. He was an assistant administrator working on hazard mitigation--he specialized in getting communities prepared for disasters--and like many emergency-management experts I've spoken with, he thinks that the American approach to administering disasters needed an overhaul, even a radical one. The systems had gotten "clunky over time," he said. Something needed to change. So Hiebert was open to seeing how Pr...

      

      
        RFK Jr. Is Repeating Michelle Obama's Mistakes
        Tom Bartlett

        In February 2010, Michelle Obama launched "Let's Move!" with a wide-ranging plan to curb childhood obesity. The campaign took aim at processed foods, flagged concerns about sugary drinks, and called for children to spend more time playing outside and less time staring at screens. The campaign was roundly skewered by conservatives. Fox News pundits such as Glenn Beck and Sean Hannity portrayed Let's Move as a nanny-state plot to control the American diet, a slippery slope to the criminalization of...

      

      
        A Terrible Week for Pumpkin Spice
        Rachel Sugar

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.Every year, there is a single day when summer turns to fall. In 2025, on the Gregorian calendar, this day is September 22. On the pumpkin-spice calendar, it was Tuesday, when Starbucks reintroduced its legendary latte. (For Dunkin' loyalists, fall began on August 20.)Pumpkin spice, as fans and haters alike will tell you, is not simply a flavor. It is a state of mind. You might imagine that, by now, our nation...

      

      
        What Women's Baseball Will Look Like
        Kaitlyn Tiffany

        The mosquitoes and the National Guard were out, but it was otherwise a perfect day in the capital. Clear and sunny, not too hot: baseball weather. The first pitch was at about 9:30 in the morning. A player waiting in the dugout yammered "Whaddaya say, whaddaya say" before nearly every pitch. Another, after working a long at-bat and winning a walk, celebrated by turning to her teammates and tossing her bat gently toward them with both hands, palms up, like she was presenting them with a gift.It wa...
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A Massive Vaccine Experiment

In just seven months, Robert F. Kennedy Jr. has undone decades of vaccine synchrony.

by Katherine J. Wu




Two and a half years ago, Ashish Jha was the White House's COVID-19 response coordinator, a job that meant getting as much of the country as possible on board with the federal government's approach to public health. For much of this summer, he's been doing the opposite of that.



As Robert F. Kennedy Jr., the secretary of the Department of Health and Human Services, dismantles nearly every core component of the country's vaccine infrastructure--defunding vaccine research, restricting access to shots, spreading mistruths about immunizations, purging experts who might threaten his anti-vaccine agenda--"I'm spending all my energy trying to help states come up with how they're gonna manage this situation," Jha told me. He, like many others in public health, wants Kennedy removed, and for the government to push back against HHS's new direction. The best way to achieve that, he said, "is for states to do a sharp break with ACIP and CDC, and basically declare CDC defunct." In June, Kennedy dismissed the entire roster of ACIP--the CDC's Advisory Committee on Immunization Practices, which for decades has used scientific evidence to guide the agency's nationwide vaccine recommendations--and has since been restocking the panel with anti-vaccine researchers who lack relevant expertise. The CDC "no longer has any credibility as a public-health entity," Jha said. "States have to do it themselves."



And some states are. This week, Washington, Oregon, and California announced that they would form a coalition to issue their own vaccine recommendations. Hawaii joined soon after. Several states in the Northeast might do the same. Several professional medical societies, including the American Academy of Pediatrics and the American College of Obstetrics and Gynecology, have revolted against the government, and last month published immunization guidelines that diverge from the current CDC's. These secessions--each driven by a loss of faith in the scientific soundness of the CDC's recommendations--seem designed to destroy the agency's credibility. "I've told folks, 'In the not too distant future, you won't be able to believe anything that's on the CDC's website regarding vaccines,'" Nirav D. Shah, who served as the CDC's principal deputy director until February, told me.



Kennedy's recent actions may just be the opening salvo. "We're on the threshold of an even more transformative period," Jason Schwartz, a vaccine-policy expert at Yale, told me. Kennedy has promised that, with a report assembled in a few short months, HHS will soon end the years-long debate on the drivers of autism--which Kennedy has repeatedly and baselessly linked to vaccines, despite decades of evidence debunking that claim. Kennedy is also reportedly eager to yank mRNA COVID vaccines off the market--which would remove any option to immunize children under 12, including highly medically vulnerable ones, against the coronavirus. Later this month, his handpicked ACIP could vote to restrict several more immunizations, including ones that protect babies against hepatitis B, measles, mumps, rubella, chicken pox, and RSV. (Kennedy has maintained that people who want COVID vaccines will be able to get them. When reached for comment, Emily Hilliard, HHS's press secretary, wrote that "ACIP remains the scientific body guiding immunization recommendations in this country, and HHS will ensure policy is based on rigorous evidence and Gold Standard Science, not the failed politics of the pandemic.")



"We're watching a massive experiment unfold," Bruce Gellin, who directed the National Vaccine Program Office from 2002 to 2017, told me. A united front is one of the best defenses against infectious disease: The science supporting vaccination holds true everywhere, and pathogens don't respect state borders. "It doesn't make any rational sense for a kid in Pennsylvania to get a different vaccine recommendation than a kid in Ohio," Jha said. But a version of that is what the country is about to try. The federal government has functionally abdicated its role in keeping Americans safe from dangerous illness. In the vacuum it has left, states will chart their own paths, almost certainly in diverging directions. Florida this week announced that it would abandon vaccine mandates entirely. The country's defensive shields against disease are shattering, in ways that could take decades, even generations, to mend.






 
 In the U.S., the job of deciding which vaccines people must get has largely fallen to the states. But for decades--essentially since the 1960s, with the inception of ACIP--states have mostly chosen to hew to what the CDC says about how and when people should immunize. And in the 1990s, the nation's medical experts, realizing the costs of divergent advice, aligned their recommendations with the CDC's too.



After a major measles resurgence began in 1989, scientists moved to add a second dose of the MMR vaccine to bolster protection--but the American Academy of Pediatrics and the CDC's vaccine-advisory panel disagreed on the optimal time to administer it. "It caused a lot of confusion," Walter Orenstein, who directed the country's National Immunization Program from 1993 to 2004, told me, as providers felt torn between following their professional society and the government. And so "every major medical organization came together to issue a single immunization schedule"--one that would harmonize with ACIP's. Although states still make independent decisions about how to require shots in schools, the nation has long stood behind one grand, unifying theory of how its people should approach infectious disease.



That synchronization was premised on an agreement that scientific evidence, above all else, would guide vaccine recommendations. That same premise is now pushing professional societies and states to diverge from the CDC's guidance. This week, the governors leading the West Coast contingent of defections issued a joint statement saying the CDC had "become a political tool that increasingly peddles ideology instead of science." In a statement outlining its own vaccine recommendations, the AAP specifically called out Kennedy's flagrant disregard for expertise, noting that AAP leaders would, in contrast to the CDC, "continue to provide recommendations for immunizations that are rooted in science."



When I asked HHS about states' recent departures from precedent, Andrew Nixon, the department's director of communications, answered only about "blue states," criticizing them for pushing "unscientific school lockdowns, toddler mask mandates, and draconian vaccine passports during the COVID era." But HHS has also signaled its support for states that align with Kennedy's push for less vaccination. Last month, the department sided with West Virginia's governor in a fight with its board of education by urging the state to allow religious exemptions for school vaccine requirements; this week, HHS doubled down on that position, issuing guidance that states participating in the federal Vaccines for Children Program, which offers vaccines to kids whose families can't otherwise afford them, "must respect state religious and conscience exemptions from vaccine mandates."



Kennedy seems to believe that the evidence is on his side. At a congressional hearing yesterday, he repeated his past claims that mRNA vaccines are dangerous and deadly, despite overwhelming evidence showing that the shots have saved millions of lives and come with only rare risks. And he is surrounding himself with people who won't argue otherwise. In the past seven months, he and his allies have ousted several top health officials whose read of the evidence hasn't aligned with his--most recently, Susan Monarez, who directed the CDC until last week, when Kennedy and Trump fired her after she reportedly refused to preemptively rubber-stamp recommendations from the secretary's bespoke ACIP. (Kennedy, in this week's hearing, described this recounting of events as a lie.) And they have installed into positions of power at HHS several researchers--many of them lacking vaccine or infectious-disease backgrounds--with fringe vaccine views.



The government's scientific advisers, too, are now ideological allies rather than independent experts. ACIP, which as recently as June was filled with 17 scientists whose backgrounds spanned vaccinology, pediatrics, infectious disease, public health, and more, now includes individuals who have advocated for pulling mRNA shots from the market, denounced COVID vaccines at an anti-mandate rally, and publicly argued that their child was injured by the MMR vaccine. Within scientific branches of government, the currency of checks and balances has always been data; Kennedy and his allies have forcibly dismantled those guardrails. "They've replaced everybody who could push back on the administration," Fiona Havers, a former CDC official who quit the agency in June in protest of Kennedy's anti-vaccine actions, told me. The true power of the federal government's various health agencies, several federal health officials told me, rests with the scientific expertise of its people. But as of this year, expertise is no longer the hallmark of HHS.







Kennedy has done more than simply meddle with recommendations. Over the past century or so, the federal government has thrown its weight behind every major part of the country's vaccination pipeline: funding vaccine research, scrutinizing and regulating shots, advising the public on how to use them, and helping monitor vaccine safety and performance. Kennedy has introduced a clog into just about every part of this system. The infrastructure that offers Americans routine protection against up to 18 different infectious diseases "took decades to build," Havers said. "Kennedy has managed to destroy it in a very quick amount of time."



Many of those changes are reversible, in theory. Personnel can be rehired; ACIP members' term limits will run out; new leaders can rewrite policies. Those people and policies, though, will not be effective if the public overall has become less inclined to listen to them. Governors, physicians, and public-health experts are arguing for a calculated rift with the federal government because it's necessary to meet the political moment, Jha told me: Restoring the CDC's integrity requires first persuading the public to discount it. Eventually, these experts acknowledge, if they regain control of the federal health apparatus, they'll have to ask the public to trust in those same agencies again. In the interim, they are hoping most Americans will keep looking to scientific and medical experts as a source of constancy--even as they embroil themselves in a fight with the nation's leaders.



That gamble might not pay off. When experts moved to harmonize the country's vaccine schedules in the 1990s, the recent outbreak had laid out the stakes and benefits of synchronization clearly. "It wound up being easy," Orenstein told me. The differences between the AAP's recommendations and the government's "were fairly minor" too. This time, though, the schisms between the CDC and the states and professional societies go far beyond the timing of an additional dose of vaccine. They're about whether scientific evidence should guide the country's approach to immunity--and, ultimately, how much say the federal government has in how Americans protect themselves.
 
 The likeliest catalyst for a quick realignment would be a severe uptick in disease--local epidemics, another pandemic. Even then, many of the experts I spoke with fear, the country's vaccine infrastructure, having been razed, could not easily contain those outbreaks, and the U.S. would struggle to rebuild its health agencies to their former strength. "The more of the system is destroyed, the longer it will take to rebuild," Gellin told me. And the more lives will be needlessly lost in the meantime.



Already, states and health-care providers are having to fight to preserve access to vaccines. Recommendations for immunization may be relatively straightforward to adjust state by state. But if the FDA alters the licensure of certain vaccines--or strips it away entirely--the shots might simply not be available, even in parts of the country where people are told to get them. The FDA has already limited approval for COVID vaccines enough that the current AAP recommendations for the shots won't be easy to follow this fall, for instance. Some state laws also prevent pharmacists from administering vaccines that haven't been recommended by ACIP--a snarl that's prompted pharmacies to limit access to COVID vaccines in more than a dozen states. Insurers, too, have traditionally followed CDC recommendations when choosing what vaccines to cover. States have some leeway to change these dynamics: This week, Massachusetts became the first state in the country to require its insurance carriers to cover vaccines recommended by its Department of Public Health "and not rely solely on CDC recommendations." Today, New York's governor signed an executive order to allow pharmacists to prescribe and administer COVID-19 vaccines, even without ACIP's okay. Still, the federal government's vaccine safety net is impossible to replace. More than half of American kids are eligible for the federal $8 billion Vaccines for Children Program, which relies entirely on the guidance of ACIP to decide which immunizations to cover.



Kennedy, meanwhile, is finding other ways to crater the availability of shots. He has already canceled funding to vaccine makers, including Moderna--but policy changes, too, could deter companies from manufacturing more shots or developing new ones. The secretary also recently announced his intention to remodel the Vaccine Injury Compensation Program, put into place in the 1980s to limit pharmaceutical companies' exposure to lawsuits over vaccines' health effects--and, by extension, to protect the stability of the nation's vaccine supply. Some experts worry that Kennedy could make it easier for claims to be paid out, potentially, in part, by pushing to add autism to the list of compensable health issues--an anti-vaccine concession that could rapidly overwhelm the system, and leave manufacturers more vulnerable to liability, Gellin told me. Vaccines have never been a terribly lucrative product for pharmaceutical companies; under financial and political pressure, their market could quickly collapse. "Even in good times there's fragility in this complex system," Anne Schuchat, who served as the principal deputy director of the CDC until 2021, told me.



The consequences of the current fracturing may not be apparent right away. Immunity takes time to erode. "If we stop vaccinating today, we would not have outbreaks tomorrow," Orenstein said. When the fallout lands, Kennedy could be long out of the government, and limiting the damage he's done will be someone else's problem.
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A Different RFK Jr. Just Appeared Before Congress

America's health secretary has moved into attack mode.

by Nicholas Florko




Some Republican senators, it seems, have begun to fret that Robert F. Kennedy Jr. was not being entirely honest when he sought their votes to confirm him as secretary of Health and Human Services. Back in January, Kennedy reassured lawmaker after lawmaker that he would not limit access to vaccines. But today, before the Senate Finance Committee, he aggressively defended anti-vaccine talking points, alarming Democrats and Republicans alike. "You promised to uphold the highest standards for vaccines," Senator John Barrasso of Wyoming, a Republican, told Kennedy today. "Since then, I've grown deeply concerned."

Today's hearing was always going to be tumultuous. Although the panel was pitched as an opportunity to hear about President Donald Trump's health-care agenda, it was a rare opportunity for senators to publicly question the secretary about his recent attacks on the U.S. vaccination system. In the past 200 days, Kennedy has terminated mRNA-research grants, stuffed a CDC advisory panel with anti-vaccine activists, and propped up unproven treatments during a deadly measles outbreak. Last week, he pushed out CDC Director Susan Monarez, whom senators had confirmed to her position less than a month prior. Lawmakers, understandably, were displeased. In today's hearing, Kennedy claimed that Monarez had told him that she was untrustworthy after taking the job, to which Republican Senator Thom Tillis replied, "I would suggest in the interview you ask them if they're truthful, rather than four weeks after we took the time of the U.S. Senate to confirm the person."

All the while, Kennedy has insisted that these actions haven't harmed the United States' vaccination system. At today's hearing, Senator Bill Cassidy said he had heard from a fellow doctor that the Trump administration's recent decision to narrow eligibility for COVID vaccines was causing confusion. CVS, acting on the CDC's recommendations, is now requiring prescriptions for COVID shots in certain areas of the country, and stopped offering them in a few states at least temporarily. Walgreens appears to have a similar policy. "I would say, effectively, we are denying people vaccine," Cassidy said. Kennedy replied to him: "You're wrong."

That curt response was cordial compared with how Kennedy addressed several Democratic senators who had similar questions. Just a few minutes after shooting down Cassidy's concerns, he was yelling at Democratic Senator Maggie Hassan of New Hampshire for alleging that people who want COVID vaccines are being denied them because of the Trump administration's actions. "Everybody can get the vaccine. You're just making things up. You're making things up to scare people, and it's a lie," Kennedy told her. Kennedy also defended his previous concerns about the COVID shots, citing the risk that some people who get the shot may develop a potentially deadly inflammation of the heart known as myocarditis. (That risk is real, but very small.) He told Senator Michael Bennet that he agreed with Retsef Levi, whom he'd elevated to the CDC's vaccine-advisory panel earlier this year, who has claimed that "evidence is mounting and indisputable that MRNA vaccines cause serious harm including death, especially among young people." After Bennet said that he was lying, Kennedy shouted back: "Are you saying the mRNA vaccine has never been associated with myocarditis or pericarditis in teenagers? Is that what you're trying to tell us?" ("Secretary Kennedy was debunking false claims and reminding everyone that the COVID-19 vaccine continues to be available to anyone who chooses it," an HHS spokesperson told me in an email.)

Read: RFK Jr.'s victory lap

Kennedy is a longtime anti-vaccine activist who has made a career out of going after corporations and politicians. On his path to becoming health secretary, however, he showed only glimpses of this combative side. During his confirmation hearing, for example, he accused Bernie Sanders of corruption because of campaign donations that Sanders had allegedly received from pharmaceutical companies. (According to Sanders, the donations were small and came from pharma employees.) But on the issue of vaccines, Kennedy previously seemed eager to avoid a fight. When Cassidy outlined during Kennedy's confirmation hearing the numerous studies disproving a link between vaccines and autism, Kennedy responded, "You show me those scientific studies, and you and I can meet about it." Today, one of the few lawmakers Kennedy seemed content to sit back and listen to was Ron Johnson, arguably the most anti-vaccine member of the Senate. Kennedy nodded as Johnson laid out his case for why he believes that COVID vaccines are associated with thousands of deaths. (In fact, Johnson is basing his claim on a government database where anyone can report a potential side effect from a vaccine, which is not meant to demonstrate a causal link between the vaccine and death.)

This sort of aggression from a Cabinet secretary could seem like political suicide. The lawmakers Kennedy was chiding not only have the power to investigate his work at HHS; they also control the funds he needs to keep his agency running. But Congress has never removed a Cabinet secretary from office. And even if some Republican senators are starting to raise concerns, one very prominent Republican still seems to remain in Kennedy's corner. Earlier this week, Trump questioned the value of COVID vaccines and the massive effort that his first administration orchestrated to bring them quickly to the public in 2020. "I hope OPERATION WARP SPEED was as 'BRILLIANT' as many say it was," he wrote on Truth Social. "If not, we all want to know about it, and why???"

As Kennedy grows bolder in his attacks, Trump has been his greatest enabler. Trump achieved the rapid delivery of vaccines during the pandemic with Operation Warp Speed, yet he seems to be happily cheering Kennedy on in dismantling that legacy. He might share Kennedy's views, or perhaps he sees the pitfalls of dismissing a secretary who has some of the highest favorability ratings in the Cabinet. Even recent speculation that Kennedy plans to run for president in 2028 failed to generate a public rebuke from Trump. (Kennedy has since denied that he's running.) At least for the time being, Kennedy looks invincible. He knows it.
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RFK Jr.'s Victory Lap

The health secretary is showing this week what he's willing to do with his power.

by Tom Bartlett




This spring, months before the recent dramatic departures from the CDC, Robert F. Kennedy Jr. battled with the agency's scientists during the very first public-health crisis of his tenure as health secretary. As measles tore through a remote community in West Texas, Kennedy waffled on the vaccine and promoted alternative remedies, such as vitamin A. So the CDC pushed back. Demetre Daskalakis, who resigned last week as the CDC's director of the National Center for Immunization and Respiratory Diseases, told me that the agency deliberately rebutted Kennedy by publishing a fact sheet, noting that vitamin A had been found to be effective against measles in countries that, unlike the United States, have high rates of vitamin-A deficiency. "We had to put up that PDF to subtly counter it, because providers were like, What the hell is actually happening?" Daskalakis said.

Since then, it's become clear that Kennedy has prevailed. In June, he fired all the members of the CDC's vaccine-advisory committee and replaced them with a cast that includes contrarians, anti-vaccine activists, and conspiracy theorists. Last week, Kennedy pushed out the CDC's director after less than a month on the job, and three senior leaders, including the chief medical officer, resigned in protest. Today, reports emerged that Kennedy wishes to pull the Pfizer and Moderna COVID vaccines from the U.S. market, and that he plans to install more fringe figures on the vaccine committee ahead of its meeting on September 18. (HHS and the White House have maintained that Kennedy is basing policy on sound science. HHS did not respond to my request for comment.)

Kennedy appears to be taking a victory lap. In an op-ed published yesterday in The Wall Street Journal, the health secretary excoriated the CDC he took over as dysfunctional and politicized. Now, he argues, thanks to his leadership, the CDC is on the right track. As evidence, he cited its response to the measles outbreak, which claimed the lives of two unvaccinated girls who were members of the same Mennonite church. "When measles flared this year in Texas, we brought vaccines, therapeutics and resources to the epicenter. The outbreak ended quickly, proving the CDC can act swiftly with precision when guided by science and freed from ideology," Kennedy wrote. "That response was neither 'pro-vax' nor 'antivax.' It wasn't distracted by 'equity outcomes' or politically correct language like 'pregnant people.' It was effective."

Much of that is misleading. Far from ending quickly, the outbreak in West Texas lasted from January to August and fed a measles surge that spread to 41 states--the country's worst since 1992. The CDC documented 1,431 cases nationwide, though health officials say many of those who contracted measles were never tested and therefore weren't counted. More than 100 children and teenagers were hospitalized. As for the "swift" response, although the CDC did send researchers to the area in early March after the first death, a recent story published by KFF Health News documents early confusion and silence from the federal government. On February 5, the public-health director in Lubbock, Texas, wrote in an email, "My staff feels like we are out here all alone."

Yesterday's op-ed isn't the first time Kennedy has downplayed the outbreak's severity. During a White House Cabinet meeting in February, Kennedy said that what was happening in West Texas was "not unusual," even though a 6-year-old girl, Kayley Fehr, had already died, the first such death in the United States in a decade. He also claimed that those who were hospitalized were there "mainly for quarantine." In fact, a hospital official later said, no one had been quarantined; children were being hospitalized because they were seriously ill.

Kennedy also undermined the CDC's vaccination efforts by offering mixed messages about the measles vaccine and promoting unproven alternative treatments. After casting the decision to vaccinate as a "personal one" in March, he seemed to modify his stance, noting accurately that "the most effective way to prevent the spread of measles is the MMR vaccine." But as I reported in April, when Kennedy went to Seminole for the funeral of a second girl, 8-year-old Daisy Hildebrand, he said at a gathering after her service "You don't know what's in the vaccine anymore," according to her father. (HHS would not confirm this at the time.) Kennedy also referred to two doctors in West Texas who he said favored unproven measles treatments, such as cod-liver oil and an inhaled steroid, as "extraordinary healers." In his Wall Street Journal op-ed, Kennedy wrote that the CDC sent "therapeutics"--evidently his term for treatments such as vitamin A, steroids, and antibiotics--to Seminole to combat the virus. But as my colleague Nicholas Florko wrote back in March, none of those treatments was requested by health-care providers in Texas--or delivered by the CDC. Yesterday, a spokesperson for the state's health department confirmed to me that the CDC sent only vaccines. In late March, Covenant Children's Hospital, in nearby Lubbock, reported treating a small number of unvaccinated children with measles who were also suffering from vitamin-A toxicity.

I visited Seminole during the outbreak and spoke with the families of the two children who'd died, along with others in their close-knit Mennonite community. I saw how public-health officials struggled to persuade a community suspicious of the vaccine to line up for shots. Many residents of Seminole echoed Kennedy's anti-vaccine message, even as their children fell ill or awaited burial. Now fewer scientists in senior positions are left at the CDC to issue fact sheets, encourage visits to disease-stricken communities, and otherwise curb Kennedy's worst anti-vaccine impulses.
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Goodbye, FEMA. Hello, Disaster Consultants.

Pushing more responsibility for disaster response onto the states will mean depending more on private contractors.

by Zoe Schlanger




Updated at 3:40 p.m. on September 5, 2025
 
 Derrick Hiebert had planned to stick it out at FEMA. He was an assistant administrator working on hazard mitigation--he specialized in getting communities prepared for disasters--and like many emergency-management experts I've spoken with, he thinks that the American approach to administering disasters needed an overhaul, even a radical one. The systems had gotten "clunky over time," he said. Something needed to change. So Hiebert was open to seeing how President Donald Trump might change it.



Then the Trump administration canceled a major grant-making program that helped states and towns build infrastructure to weather future storms and fires--a core mission of Hiebert's department. (Last month, a judge temporarily blocked the administration from reallocating its funds.) Some FEMA leaders had been fired, and contract renewals for a substantial number of his on-the-ground employees were in jeopardy. Doing his job would only get harder, if not impossible, he thought. Hiebert also found out his wife was expecting twins. They already had two children, and suddenly the risk that his own role or perhaps his whole agency could be erased at any time looked more personally threatening. "If something happened and I were fired, with twins we would be destitute," he told me. He left FEMA in June and took a job in disaster contracting, at AECOM, a main player in the sector.



The AECOM job paid better, Hiebert told me, but more attractive was its security. Whatever FEMA's exact fate under Trump, disasters will still happen. Since many states lack their own cadre of emergency-management expertise or manpower, they will likely pay private contractors to step in where the federal government has stepped out. And many will be staffed by former federal employees.



Right now, the federal government's expertise in disasters is essentially transferring to private companies. Hiebert estimates that between one-third and one-half of his colleagues in FEMA hazard-mitigation leadership have taken private-sector jobs, or will soon. Marion McFadden, who oversaw disaster grants at the Department of Housing and Urban Development during the Biden administration, told me that many of the HUD executives she worked with are moving to the private sector. She herself is now a vice president at the emergency-management contractor IEM, and knows of multiple contractors who have been preparing for an influx of business by hiring disaster-readiness corps. These would be "the exact same people who formerly worked directly for FEMA," she said.



The path from government emergency management to disaster consulting is well trod: Former FEMA administrators and state emergency-management heads have gone on to lead consulting firms, and companies such as AECOM and IEM stock their ranks with former government employees. But the disaster managers and experts I spoke with said the current exodus from the public to the private sector is unique in its scope. "It's a period like I've never seen before in the opportunity to hire experienced folks," Bryan Koon, the CEO of IEM, told me.



The Trump administration says its aim in shrinking or possibly dissolving FEMA is to push more responsibility for disasters onto the states. This strategy is an inversion of what led President Jimmy Carter to create the agency in 1979: Governors, frustrated by the lack of a coordinating agency for disasters, requested it. Having 50 state agencies ready to respond to relatively rare catastrophes is inefficient; a federal disaster agency would have the advantages of standardized protocols, experience, and staff who can be deployed where needed. Now they may be largely on their own again. And most states, lacking their own cadre of expertise or manpower, will need support to fill in the gaps left by the federal government. States might lean on each other more than they already do, but they will surely also turn more to private contractors, many of which will now be staffed by former federal employees.



Private contractors already play a significant role in disaster recovery. A storm victim arriving at a disaster-recovery center might speak with a private consultant working alongside federal, state, or nonprofit personnel. Contractors are regularly hired to clear debris, do welfare checks, and complete damage assessments. Sometimes FEMA hires contractors directly, but states and cities hire them too--often to help make sense of the labyrinthine financial-assistance process for disasters.



This, many experts both in and outside of government agree, is part of the problem that needs fixing. Grants for recovery come from "30 different federal-government agencies that fund 91 different recovery programs," Brock Long, a former head of FEMA under the first Trump administration, told me. Long works in private disaster contracting now too, as the executive chairman of Hagerty Consulting, and he said that, after getting billions of dollars promised by the federal government, "most local leaders look like deer in a headlights"--they "have no idea what they're entitled to, how to seek the money, or use it within all of the rules and stipulations." That's where firms like his come in. The grant process also often involves lawyers, and years-long fights in which states try to recoup disaster funds from the feds. "Right now it takes a team of lawyers to get a claim through. That's why I have a job. It's insane," Danielle Aymond, a lawyer at the firm Baker Donelson and former executive counsel for Louisiana's emergency-management office, told me.



Fundamentally, the disaster consultants I spoke with felt that they were helping people at some of their worst moments. They tended to view their private-sector work as akin to the work they did in government: "A lot of us still see ourselves as public servants," Hiebert said.

Still, for-profit companies can come with their own complications. Horne LLP, a consulting company that has worked on disaster recovery in a number of southern states, recently paid $1.2 million to settle a lawsuit in which federal prosecutors alleged that the company falsified applicant information and filed fake invoices while working for the federal government. (The company denied wrongdoing and settled.) Federal-government auditors eventually found that, in Texas, after Hurricanes Dolly and Ike, disaster consultants were charging exorbitant rates for their services. In Louisiana after Hurricane Katrina, the government spent nearly $9 billion on contracts later understood to be plagued by "waste, fraud, mismanagement, or abuse."



Already, finding out what governments do with the money they get for disaster response is difficult, Madison Sloan, a lawyer who directs a disaster-recovery project at Texas Appleseed, an advocacy organization, told me; she worries that adding in more contractors would make tracking spending impossible. Plus, unshackled from federal civil-rights obligations, states may not work as hard to distribute assistance equitably, DeeDee Bennett Gayle, the chair of the University at Albany's emergency-management department, told me. "The challenges that existed before will likely increase." The Trump administration has done away, for example, with civil rights and fair-housing obligations previously required for recipients of post-disaster housing grants from a major HUD program. In the absence of such restrictions, "some states are going to create rules that unfairly treat certain groups," Andrew Rumbach, a senior fellow at the nonprofit Urban Institute, told me. And however good their intentions, contractors will be working for the state. "They don't have a public-good mission. They're doing the work that they're contracted for," he said.



Many emergency-management experts do agree that more of the burden of disaster risk needs to shift back onto states; FEMA, as it stands now, is trying to do too much. How exactly the Trump administration will reform the agency is still unclear: Trump has said he will end FEMA, but his administration also recently announced it is getting the agency "back on track." Its employees and former administrators beg to differ: Last week, just before the 20th anniversary of Hurricane Katrina's landfall, almost 200 FEMA employees signed a letter warning Congress that the agency was at risk of another failure on the same order. Jennifer Forester, a FEMA employee who signed her name to the letter and was, along with her fellow signatories, subsequently put on leave, told me that, although private companies are part of the mix of disaster response, they are no replacement for government, which "is not and should not be motivated by meeting a bottom line," she said. The president's FEMA-review council is supposed to make recommendations about the agency's fate by November. "FEMA's outsized role created a bloated bureaucracy that disincentivized state investment in their own resilience," the White House spokesperson Abigail Jackson wrote in a statement; the review council's recommendations would help ensure the agency's work "remains supplemental and appropriate to the scale of disaster." A FEMA spokesperson said in a statement that the council would "strengthen how assistance is delivered."



One very real possibility is that the country will simply spend less on disaster preparation and recovery in the years to come. Koon, the IEM executive, is hiring some departing FEMA folks, but told me uncertainty over how or whether the Trump administration will fund states' disaster recoveries has kept him from hiring more. Disasters will keep getting worse and more frequent, "so there's plenty of work that will need to be done," he said. But without FEMA and other federal agencies to step in when their budgets fall short, state and local leaders will ask themselves whether they can afford to or whether they wish to offer the full suite of disaster work that the federal government once did. Financial assistance, housing assistance, and disaster-care management may shrink, Koon said. So his contracts may too.



At present, most states maintain a rainy-day fund, but few have enough saved to manage a disaster. Small states can be overwhelmed by a disaster that leaves a few million dollars's worth of damage; Eric Forand, the director of Vermont's division of emergency management, told me that damage from flooding in 2023 ran to $600 million statewide. Floods have pummeled the state every summer since: This year, flooding in Sutton, home to fewer than 1,000 people, ran to 25 times the town's annual road budget, he said. The state has pre-disaster agreements with some private contractors but, depending on what happens to FEMA, could need to lean on the private sector more. "We can't increase and decrease the size of our permanent staff" as disasters come and go, Forand said.



As summer floods increase with climate change, Vermont has been working toward altering its budget so it can manage more of its smaller disasters on its own. But private contracting is expensive, and no matter how the state contorts itself, "there will always be a place for FEMA and the federal government for large disasters," Forand told me. The cost and personnel demands of a major disaster will always far outstrip Vermont's capacity to pay for and staff one, as they would outstrip the capacity of many states. Disaster recovery in every state is already a long, hard, imperfect road. If FEMA stops stepping in after catastrophic events, Hiebert told me, "I think you'd see a lot of places that would just never recover." Disaster contractors will undoubtedly step in more, but only as much as a state can pay.



This story initially reported incorrectly that Horne LLP had been barred from receiving government contracts in West Virginia. In response to Horne's settlement with federal prosecutors, in July 2025, the Purchasing Division of the West Virginia Department of Administration initiated debarment proceedings, which Horne fought. The state withdrew the proceedings on September 4, 2025.
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RFK Jr. Is Repeating Michelle Obama's Mistakes

MAHA is "Let's Move!" 2.0.

by Tom Bartlett




In February 2010, Michelle Obama launched "Let's Move!" with a wide-ranging plan to curb childhood obesity. The campaign took aim at processed foods, flagged concerns about sugary drinks, and called for children to spend more time playing outside and less time staring at screens. The campaign was roundly skewered by conservatives. Fox News pundits such as Glenn Beck and Sean Hannity portrayed Let's Move as a nanny-state plot to control the American diet, a slippery slope to the criminalization of french fries.

Those ideas might sound familiar. Today, conservatives have embraced the same goals as Let's Move as part of the Trump administration's "Make America Healthy Again" agenda. Health Secretary Robert F. Kennedy Jr. is essentially rerunning Obama's playbook--and, in one key way, has taken it a step further. "They did something we were hesitant to do, which is to identify the food industry as the root cause of the problem," Jerold Mande, a health official at the U.S. Department of Agriculture during the Obama administration, told me. But the strategy that Kennedy's HHS is using to address the problem so far--pressuring food companies to alter their products instead of introducing new regulations--is the same one that Obama relied on, and will likely fall short for the same reason hers did a decade ago.

The problem that Let's Move meant to solve--approximately one in three children was overweight or obese--was serious, but the vibe was cool-mom fun. In a video that launched the campaign, the first lady admitted that, along with lots of other busy parents, she sometimes defaulted to less-healthy options such as pizza when feeding her two daughters. Her mission was twofold: encourage Americans to think a little more about their diets while pushing the food industry to make the task somewhat less onerous. To that end, Obama leaned on the power of celebrity. She slow danced with Big Bird in a grocery store, ate an apple with LeBron James at the White House, and enlisted Beyonce to lead a cafeteria full of kids in the Dougie.

Her approach to food companies was friendly, and they promised to do their part. In 2011, Walmart, the nation's largest grocer, committed to removing 10 percent of sugar and 25 percent of sodium from its store brands--and to working with other brands they carried to reach those levels--by 2015. Darden Restaurants, which owns Olive Garden and LongHorn Steakhouse, among other chains, pledged to reduce calories and sodium in its restaurants by 20 percent over the following decade. The first lady showed up at an Olive Garden to praise Darden, and the company put out a press release touting its "comprehensive health and wellness commitment." The announcements seemed to signal that, thanks to Let's Move, major companies were taking seriously the role they play in public health rather than merely engineering their offerings to be ever more irresistible. Maybe a gentle nudge was all America needed to shift its food environment for the better.

But as the architects of Let's Move learned, handshake deals don't carry the same weight as regulatory oversight. Today, for example, Olive Garden's signature "Tour of Italy" dish has 3,200 milligrams of sodium--more than double what the American Heart Association considers an optimal daily amount for adults. When I got in touch with Darden Restaurants recently and asked about the 20 percent pledge, a spokesperson couldn't locate any details about whether progress had been made and said in an email that the officials who were involved with the pledge are no longer with the company. (Michelle Obama didn't respond to interview requests made via the Obama Foundation.)

Read: A 'MAHA box' might be coming to your doorstep

Other commitments were at least partially met. A spokesperson for Walmart told me in an email that, according to its most recent analysis, done in 2017, the company had reduced sugar by more than 10 percent and sodium by 18 percent--though only in its store brands. A consortium of 16 food companies including ConAgra, Coca-Cola, and Unilever fulfilled a pledge to remove 1.5 trillion calories from the food they sell, according to a 2014 post from the Let's Move executive director.

Even these relative successes did not make much difference. For one, total-calorie sales can be a misleading metric; when ConAgra and its peers made their pledge, the industry's total-calorie sales were trending down anyway, likely due in part to the Great Recession and shrinkflation. The companies also treated all calories as if they were equal, whether they came from Pringles or peas. The consortium's pledge "provided the appearance of progress when there wasn't any," Kelly Brownell, a director emeritus of the World Food Policy Center at Duke University, told me. As for Let's Move, he said it "didn't address the heart of what is driving the poor diet in America, which is food-industry actions." Today, Americans consume roughly the same amount of sodium as they did in 2013. Debra Eschmeyer, the former executive director of Let's Move, maintains that the campaign made progress, such as successfully prompting McDonald's to include apple slices in every Happy Meal. But she also acknowledges that the marketplace tends to determine what's on shelves and menus. "What's going to change corporations the most is what consumers are buying," she told me.

Eschmeyer said that she's been heartened by MAHA's momentum. In fact, Kennedy has arguably already had more success than Obama in shifting consumer demand. As my colleague Yasmin Tayag has written, corporations have been MAHA-washing their products to highlight those free of artificial dyes, high-fructose corn syrup, and seed oils. General Mills and Kraft Heinz have said they will remove synthetic dyes from all of their products, and Mars Wrigley announced it will offer some dye-free alternatives. The companies' press releases point to "evolving consumer needs" and continuing an "innovation journey" as motivation for the changes, but these moves were clearly a win for Kennedy, who considers the dyes "poisonous."

Read: The MAHA trend in groceries will backfire

If Let's Move was defined by the gentle nudges of a cool mom, the MAHA approach, on its surface, takes the stance of a stern dad. Kennedy has portrayed the food industry as callous and predatory, saying that companies "mass poison American children" and "could care less about the health of the American people." He's condemned the "attack on whole milk and cheese and yogurt" and insisted that ultra-processed food is a "genocide on the American Indian." Compared with Let's Move's easygoing recommendations--children should get at least one hour of physical activity each day, and everyone should drink one more glass of water--MAHA is also considerably more macho. The Obama administration replaced the Presidential Fitness Test with the less competitive Presidential Youth Fitness Program; today, the White House is bringing the fitness test back, and Kennedy and Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth recently rolled out the "Pete and Bobby Challenge," in which you try to do 100 push-ups and 50 pull-ups in less than 10 minutes. The 71-year-old Kennedy--who takes testosterone as part of what he calls an "anti-aging protocol" and has been known to peel off his shirt while working out in public--noted in an interview that he was able to reach that mark in fewer than six minutes.

This display exposes the campaign's braggadocio. Finishing the Pete and Bobby Challenge would be next to impossible for all but the most dedicated gym rats, whereas the health department's own physical-activity guidelines suggest that everyday tasks, such as carrying groceries upstairs and shoveling snow, can qualify as vigorous exercise, and they don't require a timer or a gym membership. Asking ordinary Americans to perform grueling feats of strength is unlikely to make a dent in the obesity rate, no matter how tough the talk.

Similarly, most of MAHA's flashiest food initiatives aren't supported by good science, and would do little to improve health. Kennedy and his allies have demonized seed oils and fluoride (despite a dearth of evidence of their harms), insisted that cane sugar is healthier than high-fructose corn syrup (a claim that nutrition experts generally reject), and promoted raw milk (which the FDA has long warned can contain disease-causing bacteria). The evidence connecting excess salt and sugar to poor health is much stronger than that regarding food dyes. Kennedy, Eschmeyer told me, would do well to "stay evidence-based and not to get distracted by an overly simplistic focus on individual ingredients."

Read: The giant asterisk to MAHA's food-dye crackdown

Ezekiel Emanuel, who was a health-care adviser to Barack Obama, has been critical of Kennedy's anti-vaccine views and worries that the movement's fondness for supplements of dubious merit could be a distraction. Still, Emanuel believes MAHA's focus on chronic illness that's caused by obesity is "100 percent right" and that, so far, "we haven't approached the problem as if it were a major national threat." Both Emanuel and Mande, the former USDA official, told me that they're withholding judgment until MAHA manages to secure more significant concessions from the food industry. Rhetoric, as they've learned from experience, doesn't necessarily translate into meaningful reform.

Despite that rhetoric, Kennedy, like Michelle Obama was, can be friendly with food companies that please him. He has treated handshake promises as genuine advances and firms that make gestures toward his preferences as real allies. After Steak 'n Shake switched to cooking with beef tallow, announcing on X that the company's fries would now be "RFK'd," the secretary nibbled on fries with Hannity at one of its Florida locations. Perhaps Kennedy's fondness for fries will allay worries that they'll be banned this time around.
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A Terrible Week for Pumpkin Spice

Tariffs are coming for the flavor of fall.

by Rachel Sugar




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

Every year, there is a single day when summer turns to fall. In 2025, on the Gregorian calendar, this day is September 22. On the pumpkin-spice calendar, it was Tuesday, when Starbucks reintroduced its legendary latte. (For Dunkin' loyalists, fall began on August 20.)



Pumpkin spice, as fans and haters alike will tell you, is not simply a flavor. It is a state of mind. You might imagine that, by now, our national appetite would be sated. You would be incorrect. This year, among other innovations, we will be graced with pumpkin-spice-dipped waffle cones, pumpkin-spice protein shakes, and pumpkin-spice spreadable cheese. That there are still products left to pumpkin spice-ify is a testament to human ingenuity. You can already find pumpkin-spice yogurt, pumpkin-spice almonds, pumpkin-spice graham-cracker Goldfish, and pumpkin-spice fig bars. There is pumpkin-spice bacon and pumpkin-spice cottage cheese. For the seed oil-conscious, there is pumpkin-spice avocado oil.



But just as the Pumpkin-Spice Industrial Complex whirs into action, as it does every August, there is a new threat. On Wednesday, the Trump administration imposed 50 percent tariffs on imports from India. This might be just another episode in Donald Trump's ongoing trade war, except that India is a major exporter of spices: among them, cinnamon, nutmeg, and cloves. Together, along with allspice and ginger, these form the backbone of the pumpkin-spice mix. Like so many other goods, pumpkin spice--the taste, smell, and spirit of fall--might get more expensive. Just how much do Americans love it? We're about to find out.



The timing is spectacularly inopportune. Long after Starbucks unleashed the pumpkin-spice latte upon America in 2003, it was easy to dismiss pumpkin spice as a trend. The nature of the world is that people get tired of things and move on. There was a period when everyone lost their mind over the concept of roasted brussels sprouts, but then they discovered cauliflower.



Instead, pumpkin spice only continued to rise. It became a personality. Pumpkin spice was a 20-something white girl in Ugg boots who kept a Pinterest board to catalog ideas about her future wedding, distilled into a single flavor. It became so popular that its very popularity inspired a backlash. Disliking pumpkin spice, if you did it very loudly, became a shorthand to indicate you had discerning taste. Anthony Bourdain hated it. John Oliver railed against it. Facebook communities sprang up to spread the gospel of revulsion. It was offensive precisely because it was so aggressively benign.

Read: How Starbucks perfected autumn

But pumpkin spice just keeps winning. Many people who might have once looked down on pumpkin spice, or slurped in secret, now "just embrace it," Diana Kelter, the director of consumer trends at Mintel, North America, told me. Pumpkin spice has become so omnipresent that it no longer says all that much about you. Oh, you're the kind of person who likes air? You're one of those water drinkers? "It's, like, beyond big," Leigh O'Donnell, a consumer-insights analyst at Kantar, a market-research firm, told me. Over Zoom, she showed me a graph of consumer transactions involving pumpkin-flavored and pumpkin-spice-flavored things. The figures aren't skyrocketing, but each year shows results higher than the one before. "Freight train," she said, gesturing at the chart. "Ain't no slowing down."



The scope and scale of pumpkin spice--pumpkin-spice air freshener! pumpkin-spice dog treats!--only mean the tariffs could hurt more. Don't expect major changes immediately. At Starbucks, a PSL costs the same as last year, a spokesperson told me: $5.75 to $7.25 for a grande, depending on the location. (Dunkin' did not respond to my request for comment.) For now, there will still be plenty of pumpkin spice: pumpkin-spice crackers, pumpkin-spice bone broth, pumpkin-spice oat milk. (While Trader Joe's will not be offering any pumpkin-spice hummus, that is only because it was discontinued in 2023.) This autumn's pumpkin-spice products were almost certainly made with cinnamon, nutmeg, and cloves that were imported before this week's tariffs. (There are also the seemingly unlimited possibilities of artificial flavoring.)



Eventually, though, America's pumpkin-spice fix will become more expensive. It might happen sooner rather than later. Sana Javeri Kadri, the founder and CEO of Diaspora Co., a spice company that imports exclusively from India and Sri Lanka, anticipates that she'll have no choice but to raise prices: A tin of Diaspora Co. pumpkin spice that now goes for $13 might soon be $14.50. "Everybody's in the same boat right now, in that we're fucked," she told me. Even companies that likely have back stock and source spices from lots of countries--Indonesia, China, Vietnam, Mexico--are bracing: On an earnings call this summer, the spice goliath McCormick, which sources globally, predicted that tariffs could cost the company $90 million a year.



Imported spices, of course, won't be the only reason the cost of a cozy autumn could go up. Your PSL might be served in a paper cup that is now more expensive because of tariffs, and the coffee is certainly imported; the foil top of your pumpkin-spice-yogurt container might have been made from aluminum that was imported and taxed. Americans are already beginning to feel the weight of the tariffs, and prices are poised to rise on all kinds of products. It's another way that pumpkin spice is not special. Economically, as culturally, it is like everything else.



If a trade war doesn't blunt America's appetite for pumpkin spice, it's hard to see what will. You could read its sheer dominance as a symptom of cultural collapse--evidence that everyone is simple now; that criticism, like punk, is dead. But unlike the current churn of trends that seemingly arise whole-cloth from nowhere--Dubai chocolate? Labubus? Lafufus?--pumpkin spice is staunchly rooted in reality. The pumpkin-spice latte was a corporate invention, but the first recipe for spiced "pompkin pie" was published in 1796. The appeal is obvious: It's cozy; it's nostalgic; it helps blunt the taste of coffee. Most things in the world are volatile, but not pumpkin spice. It appears each year like clockwork, reassuring us that, despite the actual weather, fall has arrived.
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What Women's Baseball Will Look Like

At the tryouts for the first professional women's baseball league in the U.S. in more than 70 years

by Kaitlyn Tiffany


Jacqueline Reynolds swings during tryouts for the Women's Professional Baseball League. (Jess Rapfogel / Getty)



The mosquitoes and the National Guard were out, but it was otherwise a perfect day in the capital. Clear and sunny, not too hot: baseball weather. The first pitch was at about 9:30 in the morning. A player waiting in the dugout yammered "Whaddaya say, whaddaya say" before nearly every pitch. Another, after working a long at-bat and winning a walk, celebrated by turning to her teammates and tossing her bat gently toward them with both hands, palms up, like she was presenting them with a gift.



It was a regular workday, a Monday, for the rest of Washington, D.C., but inside Nationals Park, it was the final day of tryouts for the new Women's Professional Baseball League. This will be the first of its kind since the dissolution of the All-American Girls Professional Baseball League--a wartime entertainment that gave hundreds of women the opportunity to play baseball in front of paying fans, but which fell apart in the early 1950s due to mismanagement and dwindling attendance.



More than 600 players from 10 countries, including Japan, Australia, Canada, and Venezuela--places that have fielded successful teams in the Women's Baseball World Cup--had reported on the first day of drills and evaluation. The tryouts were led by Alex Hugo, a former player who won a silver medal with the U.S. team during the most recent World Cup and who said in a Monday press conference that the open-tryout format was designed to find "anybody that we would have missed just trying to search ourselves." Over the weekend, women were evaluated in the batting cages, in fielding drills, and as pitchers, with cuts at the end of each day. The count had been narrowed to just more than 100 for Monday's doubleheader of scrimmages, which was open to the public. Those who made the final cut in the tryouts will be eligible for a draft in October.



The ceremonial first pitch was thrown out by Maybelle Blair, the 98-year-old elder stateswoman of women's baseball, who played for the AAGPBL's Peoria Redwings and now uses a cane made out of a baseball bat. Instantly identifiable by her white bouffant and chunky sunglasses, Blair has been a celebrity for many years, and is often associated with the 1992 movie A League of Their Own, which resurfaced women's-baseball history in popular memory. "You have no idea the fun I went through when I was playing ball and how I wish that these girls could have the same opportunity," she said in a press conference afterward. "I never in holy, holy life figured that we would have another league of their own, and here it is."



A few hundred were people in the stadium, many of them families with young children. Preteen girls who'd come with their parents ate stadium nachos for breakfast and cheered for players who are household names, at least in certain households--Mo'ne Davis, who, 11 years ago, was the first girl to pitch a shutout in the Little League World Series; Alli Schroder, a Canadian pitching phenom who is also a firefighter (a baseball commentator's dream). One roaming pack of three girls and two boys ran around the stands looking for Kelsie Whitmore, the face of the new league and arguably the most famous woman baseball player in the United States. She was one of the first women to play professional baseball, in a men's independent league in 2016, and is currently pitching for the Savannah Bananas, the Harlem Globetrotters of baseball. The (mostly male) Bananas play regular baseball, except they also dance and do tricks and comedy bits during the game (and it counts as an out when a fan catches a foul ball).



When Whitmore came up to bat, a mom and daughter seated near me cheered enthusiastically. "Do you know her?" I asked, because many in the stands were there to support family members. "Yeah, who doesn't know her?" the mom, a New Yorker named Jennifer Montero, replied. "It's Kelsie Whitmore." She and her daughter, Edally, had responded to the open call for players, but Edally was only 16 and had been told to come back when she was older. They stayed for the rest of the week anyway to watch. "It's definitely surreal," said Edally, who works on her curveball on the weekends in Central Park and plays on her high school's otherwise all-boys baseball team. "It gives me hope, knowing I'm not working towards nothing."



The league will start small, with four to six teams. They will play in small ballparks predominantly in the Northeast--places with about 3,000 seats, one of the league's co-founders, Justine Siegal, told me. These are roughly half the size of those used by lower-level Minor League teams affiliated with Major League Baseball. Still, however modest its beginning, this league is historic: Though I wrote a feature on the history of women's baseball in the U.S. earlier this year, I was still a little surprised when Whitmore and Davis used the word integration in the press conference, pointing out that the AAGPBL had been whites-only. They're right. The WPBL, when it starts play in the spring of 2026, will be the first-ever integrated baseball league for women in the U.S.

From the April 2025 issue: Why aren't women allowed to play baseball?

When I spoke with Whitmore after the conference, she rattled off a list of things she hopes to see in the next five years. That would be a full six-month season, a full spring training, maybe a winter league to help accelerate player development. There should be high-school and college baseball for girls in order to create a pipeline of talent, and the women should have salaries that allow them to make baseball their full-time job (a common issue with women's sports). While playing for the Savannah Bananas, she is also getting a glimpse of the further-off future. "I feel like I'm living two different dreams right now," she said. "I'm in an environment of playing women's professional baseball, and then, on top of it, I'm playing in front of sold-out crowds in Major League parks. So, I mean the ultimate goal is we have sold-out crowds for women's professional baseball."



In the meantime, she was thrilled by the few days she'd gotten to spend with women who might be her teammates next year. She told me that she feels more like herself and plays more freely "with the girls." "They're just a breath of fresh air," she said. Usually, when this happens--at an international tournament or after an exhibition game--the women have no idea when their next opportunity to play together will be. With a new league on the horizon, that's over.



What that new league will look like in practice, and how would-be fans will engage with it, is still somewhat of a mystery, but the Savannah Bananas are an interesting parallel. Their goofy theatrics are not to my personal taste, but it's obvious people like them in part because they feel approachable in a way that Major Leaguers really can't. During the morning game at the tryouts, players who were scheduled for the second game lounged in the stands among everyone else. At one point, I watched a girl in an Aaron Judge jersey walk up and get an autograph from a WPBL player who was just finishing a hot dog.


Mo'ne Davis signs a baseball during tryouts. (Win McNamee / Getty)



The casualness reminded me of a conversation I had with Kevin Baker, the author of The New York Game: Baseball and the Rise of a New City, earlier this year. We were talking about how a new women's league might be able to differentiate itself by recapturing some of the old neighborhood spirit of baseball. The Dodgers were just guys who lived in Brooklyn; Mickey Mantle walked to work through Central Park. "Players are so much more aloof now and kind of have to be aloof; I don't blame them for it," he said. "But you know, when they could live among us, that was in a way more thrilling."



That's one of many ways in which the women's game might be different. In the stands, I spoke with a group of four players from Vancouver who'd come to the tryouts together and offered various other practical considerations. The women's league will use metal bats instead of wooden ones. "Realistically, we don't hit the ball as hard or as fast as men," Claire Eccles, a pitcher and an outfielder, told me. Metal bats will mean more hits and a faster game, which is what people generally want to see. (Though it's a new challenge for some of the pitchers who are used to playing with men and throwing to wooden bats.)



Juliette Kladko, a pitcher and first baseman sitting next to Eccles, guessed that the average fastball at the tryouts was probably in the range of 70 to 75 miles an hour. Professional men usually throw in the mid-90s or harder, so women who have played with men their whole life have often focused more on the timing and location of their pitches, the shape of their breaking balls, and what old-timers call the "lost art" of pitching. All four of the Vancouver women had a curveball in their repertoire, and one of them, Eccles, had a knuckleball. The classic curveball is an endangered pitch in velocity-obsessed Major League Baseball, and there are currently no knuckleballers.



The WPBL could offer a looser, more familiar, backyard kind of play, even if it intends to roster elite talent. Not only may the pitching be more painterly; the pitchers will also be the batters, base runners, and defenders. Shohei Ohtani, the Dodgers' $700 million superstar, is an anomaly and a thrilling novelty because he has continued to pitch and hit at the highest level, even after the practice went completely out of style in the age of the designated hitter. In the WPBL, that would be the norm. Most of the women have been compelled by circumstances and limited opportunities to be super-utility players, and the WPBL teams will probably not even have full-size rosters, so it will remain necessary for women to do it all.



The scrimmages I watched were a bit sloppy at times--lots of hit-by-pitches, lots of defensive errors--but they had exhilarating moments too. On a sharp, bang-bang double play, someone behind me let out a "Hoo, hoo, that was sweet." After I watched a great play in the outfield, I chatted with two older men in the stands. One of them, Jeff Stewart, told me he'd also gone to watch the Colorado Silver Bullets, a women's barnstorming team that played for a short time in the 1990s. He was impressed by the WPBL games, he said, and excited for the new league. Obviously, there was room for improvement, but there was a lot of potential. "You saw it!" he said. "That girl in center field just made an outstanding catch."



The day was generally jubilant, but there was a hum of anxiety in the air. Siegal more than once made a point of saying that the league was going to be built to last and would be around, as she put it, forever. "My grandchild is going to play in this league," she said in the press conference. Although everyone present certainly wanted that to be true, it doesn't feel like a given. The first season of the new league will be only four weeks long, followed by a week of All-Star events and two weeks of playoffs, barely a blip on the calendar in comparison with Major League Baseball. During the four weeks of the regular season, each team will play two games a week.



Nobody expected the league to start with 162 games a year, but this seems awfully short--like the season would have hardly begun before it was over already. Montero, the mom who came with her 16-year-old, was dismayed. "Definitely it should be longer, way longer," she said. "We've waited how many years?"
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Are Humans Watching Animals Too Closely?

Some may crave a little privacy, even your dog.

by Ross Andersen




Charles Darwin once noted that natural selection tends to preserve traits that conceal an animal in nature. It can paint camouflage onto their bodies with astonishing quickness: The peppered moth's wings darkened only a few decades after England's Industrial Revolution blackened urban tree trunks. Decades later, when pollution let up, their wings lightened again. But evolution has not moved quickly enough to conceal animals from human-surveillance technologies, which are undergoing their own Cambrian explosion. Cameras and microphones are shrinking. They're spreading all over the globe. Even as we cause animals to dwindle in number, they are finding it harder and harder to hide.

Humans are closing in on a real-time god's-eye view of this planet. Some subsurface places remain unmonitored. The sun's light penetrates only a thousand yards down into the ocean. In the "midnight zone," below that threshold, strange, glowing animals can still live a life of genuine mystery. But on the planet's surface, humanity's sensors are everywhere. Even animals in the Himalayas can be seen by the satellites that fly overhead, snapping color pictures. They can spot the hot breath of a single whale geysering out of its blowhole.

Deep in the wilderness, way off the hiking trails, scientists have laid out grids of camera traps. Automated environmental-DNA stations census animals in these places by gathering fragments of their genetic material straight from the air, or from veins in the watershed, be they trickles of snowmelt or full streams. The closer a landscape is to civilization, the more intrusively its animals are watched. Those that live in rural barns, feed lots, or aquaculture ponds are monitored by cameras. Along fence lines, their predators are too. Even herds that roam free on the open range are microchipped and trailed by drones.

Cities are the most potent nodes of this global animal panopticon. CCTV cameras stake out big public spaces, and Ring cameras peer out onto quieter streets. Smartphone-toting humans wander everywhere in between, taking geotagged photos of animals, including those in their home. They upload these images to social networks, hoping that they go viral.

Many animals appear to be entirely unbothered by all of this surveillance. Raccoons may show interest in a camera after it flashes, but then move on quickly. Birds have a mixed response: Black-tailed godwits seem to barely even register the nest cams that hover above their freshly hatched chicks. Other species are more likely to abandon a monitored nest. Some animals react even more strongly. The mighty tigers of the Nepalese jungle try to steer clear of camera traps, and at least one chimpanzee has executed a planned attack on a surveillance drone.

If animals do indeed have feelings about surveillance and privacy, those feelings won't map cleanly onto ours. I recently had occasion to reflect on this while letting my dog, Forrest, out to relieve himself at night. I tend to watch where he goes in the yard so that when he's done, I can call him right in and get back to bed. As a consequence, we sometimes make eye contact while he completes the act. It gives me an uneasy feeling, the green shine of his irises hitting mine just as his stream touches the grass. I wonder if my sleepy-eyed stare strikes him as intrusive.

I asked Alexandra Horowitz, who researches dog cognition at Barnard, if Forrest might be experiencing something akin to embarrassment during these moments. Horowitz, who has written multiple books about the mental lives of dogs, was reassuring on this point. (She would later have much more to say about the limited privacy that dogs are afforded.) She explained that dogs understand where people are looking, and that if mine wanted to hide his behavior, he would be unlikely to engage in eye contact. And anyway, in his olfactory social world, urination is a proud public act.

But all of this is speculation, Horowitz emphasized. We can't ask animals directly whether they have their own notions of privacy, so we have to settle for these behavioral clues and the musings of philosophers. Since at least the 1960s, they have been asking whether animals might have privacy interests, and now that surveillance technology is spreading rapidly, a new generation has revived this question. Angie Pepper, a philosopher at the University of Roehampton, in the United Kingdom, answers in the affirmative. She points to animal behaviors that strongly suggest that some animals have privacy interests, including some that we are currently violating. She argues that coming to see these animals in a morally decent way may entail not seeing them at all.

There are some obvious ways that surveillance can harm animals. Animal-location data may be used for conservation purposes, but it can also be accessed by "cyberpoachers" or even the authorities. In 2014, an Australian government agency noticed that a GPS-tagged great white shark was swimming close to a beach and issued a kill order, even though the agency had no record of it ever approaching a swimmer. The order was withdrawn a week later, but had scientists never tagged the shark's dorsal fin, it likely wouldn't have been targeted by this precrime unit.

Just because surveillance might cause an animal harm doesn't mean that its privacy has been invaded. But disturbing its tranquility might qualify, according to Martin Kaehrle, a Ph.D. student at the University of Wisconsin at Madison who has written about this subject. Many of our fellow creatures do seem to prefer feeling that some tiny corner of the universe is uniquely theirs, if only for a moment. When animals are packed together and deprived of that feeling, total social breakdown can occur. Pepper points out that pigs on factory farms commit acts of violence that would otherwise be rare in their communities. Some bite their neighbor's tail without warning. Hens in similar situations will peck out one another's eyes. In a famous experiment, a colony of mice was forced to live in tight conditions just so scientists could see what would happen. The colony quickly descended into indiscriminate violence, stopped mating, and died out.

Since at least the mid-2000s, birding groups have been passionately debating how best to preserve an animal's tranquility, Kaehrle told me. He has spent years screenshotting these discussions on social-media sites, wildlife forums, and listservs. People argue about how much space a birder should give to its target, and whether baiting them with food is appropriate. Several communities agreed to implement total bans on location sharing.

In decades past, a birder who spotted a rare bird might notify someone at their local Audubon Society, who might then mark it with a colored pushpin on a map, or add it to a weekly recorded hotline message. Today, sightings flow much more quickly through digital-birding platforms, Discords, WhatsApp groups, and X accounts. One such account in New York City has tens of thousands of followers. A few years ago, the account doxxed a snowy owl, and it quickly became encircled by admirers, plus at least one drone. Snowy owls live in the High Arctic for half the year. By the time one reaches as far as New York, it is tired and hungry. If these endangered birds have to take flight over and over in order to avoid the boldest members of a human crowd, they can weaken further and even fail to mate.

Not all philosophers are willing to count these disturbances of an animal's serene environment or personal space as an invasion of privacy. Some would argue that there are plenty of other reasons to think that harassing an animal is wrong. But a more straightforward case can be made in instances involving a more intimate kind of exposure. Humans are familiar with these scenarios, because we live in a complex social world, and we navigate it by presenting ourselves differently in different situations. You have a version of yourself who is the thinker of your innermost thoughts, the dancer before your bedroom mirror--but you likely present other versions in your interactions with your partner, kids, close family members, dear friends, doctors, and bosses. That's why people don't want their deepest secrets spilled onto the internet: Our ability to switch between selves would be seriously impaired. We would be forced into intimacy with everyone.

Many other animals also present different selves to different members of their communities. Kristin Andrews, a philosopher at York University, told me about gelada monkeys, which live in units consisting of one dominant male and about a dozen females. Gelada social norms dictate that the dominant male has sexual access to all of the females; a few follower males may be in the group but have no such access. When females mate with the dominant male, they do it out in the open and emit loud mating cries. It is a public act. But sometimes, for reasons that are her own, a female will transgress the community's norms: She will seek to mate with another male, but not in public. The two will likely go for it when the dominant male is away, and they will emit much quieter mating cries.

Animal self-switching can also be detected in their communications. Some of their utterances are just indiscriminate broadcasts, but certain species use quiet tones to target a limited set of listeners, or even an individual. When humans communicate in this way, we reflexively describe it as private. Yet this has not stopped researchers from placing bioacoustic sensors in all kinds of wild habitats--and not only microphones: Seismic arrays of the sort that originally listened for nuclear tests have recently been used to detect the infrasonic rumbling of elephants. Teams of researchers are trying to use AI to decipher these rumbles.

Eavesdropping on elephants may not be technically possible, in the end. Either way, people probably won't get too worked up about it, unless researchers use the information that they glean from an elephant wiretap to hurt the animals. But there is a class of animals whose privacy concerns are already acute: those that we keep in zoos or our homes. These animals are monitored by humans in ways that they likely would not choose. In zoos, many primates clearly prefer enclosures that give them the ability to retreat out of view. Not all of them get to make that choice. Neither do some of our most beloved pets.

"Dogs are given almost no privacy," Horowitz told me. "I don't know if they yearn for it, but in a typical home, they are expected to always be available. We even decide where they sleep." Dogs don't have a lot of opportunities for self-determination, Pepper told me when I asked her about pet privacy. "They always have to be accessible, not just in terms of sight but also touch." Hearing this gave me a little jolt of shame. My Forrest is affectionate, but he is not a constant cuddler, like some of my previous dogs were. I probably force more hugs on him than I should.

We are not great respecters of boundaries, human beings. Dogs may not have known this about us when they first edged up to our campfires, more than 10,000 years ago. They could not have anticipated the degree to which we would dictate the most intimate parts of their lives, up to and including their sexual partners. Even after these dramatic interventions, which we have used to cultivate in dogs a preference for captivity, we still have to exercise a lot of coercion in order to get them to play along. We have to remove them from their mother while they are still young. We have to keep them behind locked doors and gates, and on leashes.

"It's not obvious to me that the natural end point for dogs is this thick relationship where we dictate all aspects of their life," Pepper said. "There are free-living dogs that have much thinner relationships with humans. They might stop by to get something to eat or to find somewhere to sleep, but they aren't under this constant human control. Even the dogs that we have thoroughly socialized to live with us prefer varying levels of intimacy. Not all of them want to be with us all the time. They might seem like it when we come home at night, but in some cases, that's because they didn't have much company during the daytime."

We can't say what dogs' preferences might be under different circumstances. But we do know that they have not chosen all of the intimacies that we impose upon them. They don't get to decide the amount of distance that exists between them and us. They are expected to come right away when called. Rarely are they allowed to refuse our physical attention. There are moments when they may prefer to be untouched or unseen. Even when we are out of town, many of us watch them on cameras. We do all of these things because we love them, but this love is one that we thoroughly control. To them, at times, it may feel like something else.
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RFK Jr.'s Victory Lap

The health secretary is showing this week what he's willing to do with his power.

by Tom Bartlett




This spring, months before the recent dramatic departures from the CDC, Robert F. Kennedy Jr. battled with the agency's scientists during the very first public-health crisis of his tenure as health secretary. As measles tore through a remote community in West Texas, Kennedy waffled on the vaccine and promoted alternative remedies, such as vitamin A. So the CDC pushed back. Demetre Daskalakis, who resigned last week as the CDC's director of the National Center for Immunization and Respiratory Diseases, told me that the agency deliberately rebutted Kennedy by publishing a fact sheet, noting that vitamin A had been found to be effective against measles in countries that, unlike the United States, have high rates of vitamin-A deficiency. "We had to put up that PDF to subtly counter it, because providers were like, What the hell is actually happening?" Daskalakis said.

Since then, it's become clear that Kennedy has prevailed. In June, he fired all the members of the CDC's vaccine-advisory committee and replaced them with a cast that includes contrarians, anti-vaccine activists, and conspiracy theorists. Last week, Kennedy pushed out the CDC's director after less than a month on the job, and three senior leaders, including the chief medical officer, resigned in protest. Today, reports emerged that Kennedy wishes to pull the Pfizer and Moderna COVID vaccines from the U.S. market, and that he plans to install more fringe figures on the vaccine committee ahead of its meeting on September 18. (HHS and the White House have maintained that Kennedy is basing policy on sound science. HHS did not respond to my request for comment.)

Kennedy appears to be taking a victory lap. In an op-ed published yesterday in The Wall Street Journal, the health secretary excoriated the CDC he took over as dysfunctional and politicized. Now, he argues, thanks to his leadership, the CDC is on the right track. As evidence, he cited its response to the measles outbreak, which claimed the lives of two unvaccinated girls who were members of the same Mennonite church. "When measles flared this year in Texas, we brought vaccines, therapeutics and resources to the epicenter. The outbreak ended quickly, proving the CDC can act swiftly with precision when guided by science and freed from ideology," Kennedy wrote. "That response was neither 'pro-vax' nor 'antivax.' It wasn't distracted by 'equity outcomes' or politically correct language like 'pregnant people.' It was effective."

Much of that is misleading. Far from ending quickly, the outbreak in West Texas lasted from January to August and fed a measles surge that spread to 41 states--the country's worst since 1992. The CDC documented 1,431 cases nationwide, though health officials say many of those who contracted measles were never tested and therefore weren't counted. More than 100 children and teenagers were hospitalized. As for the "swift" response, although the CDC did send researchers to the area in early March after the first death, a recent story published by KFF Health News documents early confusion and silence from the federal government. On February 5, the public-health director in Lubbock, Texas, wrote in an email, "My staff feels like we are out here all alone."

Yesterday's op-ed isn't the first time Kennedy has downplayed the outbreak's severity. During a White House Cabinet meeting in February, Kennedy said that what was happening in West Texas was "not unusual," even though a 6-year-old girl, Kayley Fehr, had already died, the first such death in the United States in a decade. He also claimed that those who were hospitalized were there "mainly for quarantine." In fact, a hospital official later said, no one had been quarantined; children were being hospitalized because they were seriously ill.

Kennedy also undermined the CDC's vaccination efforts by offering mixed messages about the measles vaccine and promoting unproven alternative treatments. After casting the decision to vaccinate as a "personal one" in March, he seemed to modify his stance, noting accurately that "the most effective way to prevent the spread of measles is the MMR vaccine." But as I reported in April, when Kennedy went to Seminole for the funeral of a second girl, 8-year-old Daisy Hildebrand, he said at a gathering after her service "You don't know what's in the vaccine anymore," according to her father. (HHS would not confirm this at the time.) Kennedy also referred to two doctors in West Texas who he said favored unproven measles treatments, such as cod-liver oil and an inhaled steroid, as "extraordinary healers." In his Wall Street Journal op-ed, Kennedy wrote that the CDC sent "therapeutics"--evidently his term for treatments such as vitamin A, steroids, and antibiotics--to Seminole to combat the virus. But as my colleague Nicholas Florko wrote back in March, none of those treatments was requested by health-care providers in Texas--or delivered by the CDC. Yesterday, a spokesperson for the state's health department confirmed to me that the CDC sent only vaccines. In late March, Covenant Children's Hospital, in nearby Lubbock, reported treating a small number of unvaccinated children with measles who were also suffering from vitamin-A toxicity.

I visited Seminole during the outbreak and spoke with the families of the two children who'd died, along with others in their close-knit Mennonite community. I saw how public-health officials struggled to persuade a community suspicious of the vaccine to line up for shots. Many residents of Seminole echoed Kennedy's anti-vaccine message, even as their children fell ill or awaited burial. Now fewer scientists in senior positions are left at the CDC to issue fact sheets, encourage visits to disease-stricken communities, and otherwise curb Kennedy's worst anti-vaccine impulses.
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The Atlantic Festival Announces Interview with Mike Pence on Sept. 18

Kathryn Bigelow, Noah Oppenheim, and Tracy Letts join Sept. 19 ahead of the feature film <em>A House of Dynamite</em>




The Atlantic Festival includes Richard Ayoade, Ken Burns, Tom Hanks, Allison Janney, Arvind Krishna, David Letterman, Tekedra Mawakana, and Lt. General H.R. McMaster, plus screenings of The American Revolution, The Diplomat, The Lowdown, Dread Beat an Blood, and Love+War

The Atlantic is announcing new speakers for The Atlantic Festival, happening September 18-20 and located for the first time in New York City. Mike Pence, the 48th vice president of the United States, will be interviewed by staff writer Tim Alberta about the future of conservatism on the opening morning of the festival at the Perelman Performing Arts Center.

The filmmaking team behind the forthcoming Netflix dramatic thriller A House of Dynamite will now join Friday evening's program. Academy Award-winning director Kathryn Bigelow, award-winning screenwriter Noah Oppenheim, and award-winning actor and playwright Tracy Letts will join a discussion with Atlantic staff writer Tom Nichols and editor in chief Jeffrey Goldberg. The Atlantic examined eight decades of life in the atomic age for a recent special issue of the magazine, and A House of Dynamite--which will be released in October--speaks to similar themes. The film explores the race to determine who is responsible and how to respond when a single, unattributed missile is launched at the United States.

Friday evening begins with a sneak-peek screening of FX's The Lowdown, along with a talk with creator, executive producer, writer, and director Sterlin Harjo and executive producer and star Ethan Hawke, moderated by staff writer Shirley Li.

Tickets: Limited single-day and individual-event tickets are available; virtual passes are free with registration.

Agenda and Venues: The three-day agenda is packed with more than 30 events at the Perelman Performing Arts Center and venues around the city, including the Town Hall, the Brooklyn Academy of Music, the Tenement Museum, Hauser & Wirth, McNally Jackson Books, and Metrograph.

The Festival's tremendous lineup includes a wide range of interviews, including:

Thursday, September 18

	 Lt. General (ret.) and former National Security Adviser H.R. McMaster in conversation with editor in chief Jeffrey Goldberg
 
 	 Host, filmmaker, and comedian W. Kamau Bell in conversation with contributing writer Jemele Hill
 
 	 Jennifer Doudna, CRISPR-gene-editing Nobel laureate and founder of the Innovative Genomics Institute, in conversation with Jeffrey Goldberg
 
 	 Bryan Stevenson, founder and executive director of the Equal Justice Initiative, in conversation with staff writer Clint Smith
 
 	 Playwright Ayad Akhtar in conversation with Jeffrey Goldberg
 
 	 Comedian, writer, and director Richard Ayoade in conversation with talk-show host, comedian, and producer David Letterman
 


Friday, September 19

	 CEO of IBM Arvind Krishna in conversation with staff writer Josh Tyrangiel
 
 	 Tekedra Mawakana, co-CEO of Waymo, in conversation with contributing writer Derek Thompson
 
 	 Clara Wu Tsai, owner and governor of the New York Liberty, in conversation with Jemele Hill
 
 	 Gayle King, co-host of CBS Mornings, and actress and author Julianne Moore in conversation with executive editor Adrienne LaFrance
 
 	 Monica Lewinsky, activist and host of the podcast Reclaiming, in conversation with staff writer Sophie Gilbert
 
 	 Scott Galloway, professor of marketing at NYU's Stern School of Business and serial entrepreneur, in conversation with Derek Thompson
 


Screenings and Premieres: 

	 Exclusive first look for Season 3 of Netflix's The Diplomat, followed by a conversation with Keri Russell, Allison Janney, and Debora Cahn, led by staff writer Shirley Li
 
 	 The New York premiere of PBS's The American Revolution, followed by a discussion with Ken Burns, Sarah Botstein, Tom Hanks, and Annette Gordon-Reed, led by Jeffrey Goldberg
 
 	 The North American premiere of the restoration of Franco Rosso's 1979 documentary portrait of Linton Kwesi Johnson, Dread Beat an Blood, with a poetry performance by Johnson and conversation led by senior editor Vann R. Newkirk II
 
 	 The New York premiere of National Geographic's documentary portrait of the Pulitzer Prize-winning photographer Lynsey Addario, Love+War, with a conversation featuring Addario; the film's director, Chai Vasarhely; and staff writer Anne Applebaum
 


Press should request a credential by emailing press@theatlantic.com; in-person seating will be limited.
 
 The Atlantic Festival
 September 18-20, 2025
 Perelman Performing Arts Center, and Virtually
 For Passes: https://theatlanticfestival.com 
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        Seven Sunday 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.Read about the surprising cells you carry from your relatives, why getting up early might be the best life hack, what happens when your kid's best friend is a problem, and more.The Most Mysterious Cells in Our Bodies Don't Belong to Us
You carry literal pieces of your mom--and maybe your grandma, and you...

      

      
        The Power of Not Caring
        Rafaela Jinich

        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.For Melani Sanders, a mother and wife, it started after a grocery run. She got in her car, pulled out her phone, and declared that she didn't care--about shaving her legs, about wearing a "real bra," or about keeping her house tidy. That first video rant turned into the We Do Not Care Club, a viral cho...

      

      
        Why This Administration Can't Fill Its Jobs
        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.The best line of Donald Trump's three-hour-plus Cabinet meeting last week came not from the president but from Marco Rubio."Personally, this is the most meaningful Labor Day of my life, as someone who has four jobs," said Rubio, who was serving as secretary of state, acting national security adviser, ac...

      

      
        The 'Remarkable Ability' Many Dissidents Share
        Boris Kachka

        Want to hear more from The Atlantic's Books section? Join us at The Atlantic Festival, happening September 18-20 in New York City. The authors Walter Mosley, Susan Orlean, Alison Roman, Joshua Bennett, and Rita Dove will be in conversation with Atlantic writers. Learn more here.When the American novelist Lauren Grodstein visited Tbilisi, Georgia, in 2023, its citizens were dancing in the face of riot police. She had come to research a novel that she was writing about an American woman at a personal crossroads;...

      

      
        Florida Decided There Were Too Many Children
        Alexandra Petri

        Sorry. We decided there were too many children.You know how it goes.Their hands are too small. Sometimes they are sticky, and no one knows why. They say they're eating their dinner, but you can see that they are just pushing it around on their plate. They come up to you on the sidewalk and tell you their whole life story for 10 minutes, wearing face paint from a birthday party three days ago. Some afternoons they announce that they are sharks, but they are obviously not sharks. They do this over ...

      

      
        A (Somewhat) Definitive History of <em>The Atlantic</em>'s Punsters
        Alexandra Petri

        This is an edition of Time-Travel Thursdays, a journey through The Atlantic's archives to contextualize the present. Sign up here.It is, I suppose, a kind of relief that no matter what is going on in the world, people are making puns. Here is Oliver Wendell Holmes Sr., a co-founder of this magazine, in 1857, when famously nothing was happening:
Do you mean to say the pun-question is not clearly settled in your minds? Let me lay down the law upon the subject. Life and language are alike sacred. Ho...

      

      
        Triumph of the Insurrectionists
        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.Because the fatal shooting of Ashli Babbitt on January 6, 2021, was caught on camera, what happened isn't really in doubt.Babbitt, an Air Force veteran, was part of a crowd that stormed the U.S. Capitol that day, fighting with and attacking police, breaking windows, and then rushing into the building. S...

      

      
        The Trump Administration Gets a Serious Scolding
        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.The Trump administration broke the law. Its officials knew they were breaking the law. And they'll likely try to do so again.In its most distilled form, that's the conclusion of Charles Breyer, the federal judge overseeing a suit brought by California Governor Gavin Newsom over the Trump administration'...

      

      
        Apologies: You Have Reached the End of Your Free-Trial Period of America!
        Alexandra Petri

        Sign up for Trump's Return, a newsletter featuring coverage of the second Trump presidency.Valued users!We understand that over the past 250-odd years, you have come to rely on the services provided by the U.S. of A.: postal delivery, representative government, edible food, clean water, lifesaving vaccines, and no kings--ever, guaranteed. Well, 250 years of free is enough. Now we demand $TRUMP coin.Was America perfect before? Hell, no! Some of these features arrived pretty late for some of you, an...

      

      
        Seven Labor Day 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.This Labor Day, spend time with seven back-to-school stories about how parents took over dorm life, why middle-school friendships still shape who we are, why we can't quite escape dreams of being back at school, and more.How Parents Hijacked the College Dorm
The spaces were once furnished by scrappy kid...

      

      
        Maybe a New Melania Magazine Cover Will Give Trump What He's Been Seeking
        Alexandra Petri

        "Put her on the cover!" the voice shouted. Everyone looked around to see where it was coming from. There appeared to be a kind of vortex in the middle of the table in the meeting room; it sizzled and gave off sparks. Some paper clips flew into it and disappeared."Her? Who?""Melania Trump!" the voice yelled. "The future first lady!""Future?""First lady?""There's no time to explain! Just put her on it! Put her on as many of them as you can! Trust us, you don't want to know what they'll do to get a ...
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Seven Sunday Reads

Explore stories on Trump's private cellphone, the job-market competition between AI and college grads, 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.

Read about the surprising cells you carry from your relatives, why getting up early might be the best life hack, what happens when your kid's best friend is a problem, and more.



The Most Mysterious Cells in Our Bodies Don't Belong to Us

You carry literal pieces of your mom--and maybe your grandma, and your siblings, and your aunts and uncles. (From 2024)


By Katherine J. Wu

Something Alarming Is Happening to the Job Market

A new sign that AI is competing with college grads


By Derek Thompson

The Secret History of Trump's Private Cellphone

"Who's calling?" the president asks as he answers call after call from numbers he doesn't know.


By Ashley Parker and Michael Scherer

The Talented Mr. Vance

J. D. Vance could have brought the country's conflicting strands together. Instead, he took a divisive path to the peak of power.


By George Packer

Why an Early Start Is the "Quintessence of Life"

Not sleeping late could be the best resolution you ever keep.


By Arthur C. Brooks

When Your Kid's Best Friend Is a Great Big Problem

A natural impulse is to forbid contact--but that's likely to backfire.


By Russell Shaw

Is This the Worst-Ever Era of American Pop Culture?

An emerging critical consensus argues that we've entered a cultural dark age. I'm not so sure.


By Spencer Kornhaber



The Week Ahead

 	Shot Ready, a book by the four-time NBA champion Stephen Curry on his philosophy of success (out Tuesday)
 	Downton Abbey: The Grand Finale, the third film and conclusion of the Downton Abbey saga (out Friday in theaters)
 	Play, an album by Ed Sheeran (out Friday)
 




Essay


Photo-illustration by Elizabeth Renstrom



How Did Taylor Swift Convince the World That She's Relatable?

By Spencer Kornhaber

A great way to ruin a party is to put on a Taylor Swift playlist. The Swift fans in the crowd will stop what they're doing to sing along, but pretty soon the non-Swifties will start to complain--about the breathy and effortful singing, or some fussily worded lyrics, or the general vibe of lovelorn sentimentality cut with dorky humor ("This. Sick. Beat!"). You'll soon find yourself hosting another round in the endless debate about whether Taylor Swift is a visionary artist or merely a slick product of marketing. Both camps will be reacting to the defining feature of Swift's music: There's just so much of her in it.


Read the full article.



More in Culture

	Dear James: I'm stuck caring for a husband I no longer love.
 	The Big Lebowski friendship test
 	Lauren Grodstein: "What I learned from the Georgia protests"
 	What's the point of a high-school reunion?
 	How a tradition forged in slavery persists today




Catch Up on The Atlantic

	David Frum on how Trump gets his way
 	RFK Jr.'s victory lap
 	Yair Rosenberg: The MAGA influencers rehabilitating Hitler




Photo Album


Delphine Anderson bids farewell to her 6-year-old son on the first day of school in Australia on February 1, 1989. (Jack Vincent Picone / Fairfax Media / Getty)



Students, parents, and teachers greet the new school year, in images from recent years and from the archives.



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 Power of Not Caring

Indifference can be its own small act of defiance.

by Rafaela Jinich




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.

For Melani Sanders, a mother and wife, it started after a grocery run. She got in her car, pulled out her phone, and declared that she didn't care--about shaving her legs, about wearing a "real bra," or about keeping her house tidy. That first video rant turned into the We Do Not Care Club, a viral chorus of women finding freedom in saying no to expectations of how they should look and act, particularly when it comes to appeasing men. "Sanders's digital rebellion speaks both to and for a silent majority of women who are tired of contorting themselves," Anna Holmes writes.

Of course, caring less isn't always easy. Humans are wired to worry about what others think--a holdover of our ancient survival instincts, Arthur C. Brooks notes. But, as he explains, most fears about judgment are overblown; our co-workers, our neighbors, even strangers online aren't thinking about us nearly as much as we imagine. Letting go of that pressure can unlock a more honest life. Sometimes, our rejection of norms reshapes even the most intimate choices, such as who to marry and what kind of partner to be.

Not caring doesn't mean apathy. It means deciding whose approval matters and whose doesn't. In a world crowded with pressures about how to live, look, and love, indifference can be its own quiet act of defiance. Today's newsletter explores societal expectations, and what it means not to care.



On Not Caring

What We Gain When We Stop Caring

By Anna Holmes

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

Read the article.

No One Cares!

By Arthur C. Brooks

Our fears about what other people think of us are overblown and rarely worth fretting over. (From 2021)

Read the article.

The New Marriage of Unequals

By Stephanie H. Murray

Women are now more likely to marry a less educated man than men are to marry a less educated woman.

Read the article.



Still Curious?

	American women are at a breaking point: In the United States, government support for families seems transgressive. It shouldn't be, Elliot Haspel wrote last year.
 	How about never? From Jane Austen to Rosa Parks, from Joan Didion to Stacey Abrams, saying no has been the key to female self-respect and political empowerment, Anna Holmes wrote in 2021.




Other Diversions

	Americans need to party more.
 	The marriage effect
 	When your kid's best friend is a great big problem




P.S.


Courtesy of Boriana C



I recently asked readers to share a photo of something that sparks their sense of awe in the world. "There are many places in the world that stop you in your tracks. For our family this year was the Hopewell Rocks Provincial Park in New Brunswick, Canada, the place of the highest tides (16 metres or 53 feet)," Boriana C, 53, from Montreal, writes. "When you wander among these giant creatures which you know will disappear in a few hours only to reemerge back with all their might, you can only imagine what comes next and wonder."

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

-- Isabel
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Why This Administration Can't Fill Its Jobs

Making many officials work multiple roles is bad for governance.

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.

The best line of Donald Trump's three-hour-plus Cabinet meeting last week came not from the president but from Marco Rubio.

"Personally, this is the most meaningful Labor Day of my life, as someone who has four jobs," said Rubio, who was serving as secretary of state, acting national security adviser, acting archivist of the United States, and acting administrator of USAID. (He's since handed the latter to Russell Vought, who now also has three titles.) Three of these roles are subject to Senate confirmation; Rubio has been confirmed, and for that matter nominated, only as secretary of state. Trump has not put any nominee forward for the other two positions.

From top roles on down, the Trump administration continues to struggle to find people who can and will fill jobs, leaving the president to rely on a small circle of advisers, each playing multiple roles. The result is short-staffing and conflicts of interest that help explain why the executive branch has been bad at accomplishing not only its statutory responsibilities but also some of its political goals.

Consider Stephen Miran, the chair of the White House Council of Economic Advisers. Trump has nominated him to fill a recently vacated seat on the Federal Reserve's Board of Governors. Miran told senators during a hearing yesterday that if he is confirmed, he will not resign from the CEA.

"I have received advice from counsel that what is required is an unpaid leave of absence from the Council of Economic Advisers," Miran said. "And so, considering the term for which I'm being nominated is a little bit more than four months, that is what I will be taking." (Miran said that if confirmed to a full term, he would resign.)

In other words, Miran would be simultaneously serving (albeit without pay) a president who has demanded that the Fed lower interest rates and sitting on the ostensibly independent board that sets interest rates. Conflicts of interest aren't usually quite so obvious. The claim that an attorney advised Miran that his approach is fine is not encouraging: This administration seems to be able to get a lawyer to sign off on practically any arrangement. That doesn't mean the public should accept it. But don't worry--Miran demurred when a senator asked if he was Trump's "puppet."

Somehow, this is not the most disturbing case. Emil Bove, Trump's former personal lawyer and a top Justice Department official, was narrowly confirmed as a federal appeals judge in July. But between that vote and taking his spot on the bench, Bove continued to work at the Justice Department, reportedly attending both internal meetings and a public event--a highly unusual arrangement. Once again, this didn't appear to be an explicit violation of the judiciary's rules, because he hadn't yet been sworn in; nevertheless, he risked working on issues that could come before him in court. It doesn't take a law degree to see why this arrangement looks bad, especially at a moment when faith in the courts as a check on the executive branch is in question.

"Socializing with Trump is fine. Advising Trump is not fine. Putting himself physically in a place where it looks like he is identifying with the president's political agenda is not fine," the legal ethicist Stephen Gillers told The New York Times. Then again, Bove has never seemed all that concerned about appearing to be anything other than a Trump sycophant. During his confirmation process, he refused to say whether a third presidential term was permitted, despite the clear language of the Constitution, and accounts from several whistleblowers contradict statements he made in his confirmation hearing, which suggests that he may have lied to senators. (He denies this.)

I first wrote about Trump's use of dual-hatting, which is the term for one person filling multiple jobs, back in May. At the time, the possibility existed that this was a temporary state of affairs. Now it's starting to look more permanent. Despite a focus on identifying qualified nominees, a key point in Project 2025, Trump's pace of confirmations for top jobs is roughly the same as it was in his first, shambolic term. This comes even though Republicans control the Senate and have not voted down any nominees. Democrats have tried to slow down various appointments, and the GOP is considering the "nuclear option" to circumvent Democrats' efforts, but they can't confirm someone who hasn't even been nominated, as is the case for nearly 300 roles.

Jobs that don't have a person devoted to the work full-time are bad for effective governing. For example, the Department of Homeland Security recently told the nonprofit watchdog American Oversight that since early April, it has not been saving text messages exchanged by top officials, as required by law. (DHS later told the Times that it does preserve texts but did not explain why it had previously denied American Oversight's requests for them.) Responsibility for collecting public records and enforcing laws falls on the National Archives, which Rubio now runs, but he seems unlikely to crack down on DHS, even if he had the time to concentrate on the matter.

An ideological case for failing to appoint individuals for each opening is more plausible: Traditional conservatives who prefer that government do less might cheer this. But as I wrote last week, Trump is attempting to establish an extremely intrusive government that flexes its muscles in nearly every area of American life. That's hard to do with a skeleton crew, and it sometimes means staffers trying to do things that they don't really have the authority to do.

Or, in other cases, the expertise. This week, the Department of, uh, War reportedly approved plans to detail as many as 600 military lawyers to serve as temporary immigration judges. A shortage of immigration judges is a real problem that has dogged the U.S. government for years. A person who comes to the United States and requests asylum may wait for years before they receive a hearing or an interview. Some of those people will be accepted, but some will not, and the prospect of spending years in the U.S. while waiting is understandably attractive for migrants.

That doesn't mean military lawyers are a good solution, and not simply because the Pentagon seems to have its hands full of tricky legal situations, including the soft launch of martial law in American cities and what look like extrajudicial murders of suspected drug smugglers (the administration has said that it acted lawfully, but it hasn't offered a detailed explanation). Immigration law is notoriously complex. Bringing in military lawyers "makes as much sense as having a cardiologist do a hip replacement," Ben Johnson, the head of the American Immigration Lawyers Association, told the Associated Press.

This is the latest instance of Trump turning to the armed forces to do things for which they aren't trained or prepared. A militarized society isn't merely a threat to the Constitution and freedom; it's also unlikely to work very well. Nor is a Federal Reserve that's a subsidiary of the White House, or a federal bench that is a wing of the Department of Justice, which itself appears to be an appendage of Trump's personal legal team. These moves have the same ultimate effect as Trump's efforts to steamroll the judiciary and seize powers from Congress: They create a president who is worse-informed, worse-advised, and ever more powerful.

Related:

	The mad dual-hatter
 	Emil Bove is a sign of the times.




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Tom Nichols: The world no longer takes Trump seriously.
 	America's unilateral disarmament in the censorship war, by Anne Applebaum
 	A massive vaccine experiment




Today's News

	 President Donald Trump signed an executive order renaming the Department of Defense as the Department of War, reviving the agency's pre-1947 title.
 
 	A new report from The New York Times details how a team of Navy SEALs in 2019 killed unarmed North Koreans on a secret mission approved by Trump to plant an electronic device to intercept communications of North Korea's leader, Kim Jong Un.
 	Federal agents detained 475 workers, most of them South Korean nationals, in what an official said was the largest-ever Department of Homeland Security enforcement operation on a single site, at a Hyundai facility in Georgia.




Dispatches

	The Books Briefing: When the novelist Lauren Grodstein visited Tbilisi, Georgia, in 2023, the protests she witnessed made her think differently about perseverance, Boris Kachka writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


A+E Global Media



What It Costs to Be a Sorority Girl

By Annie Joy Williams

"There are three important things in a mother's life--the birth of her child, her daughter's wedding day, and sorority rush," Bill Alverson, a sorority-rush coach and the star of the Lifetime show A Sorority Mom's Guide to Rush, likes to say. Lately, rush is bigger and more competitive than ever, driven by a boom in TikTok content detailing the process. Coaches like Alverson have begun offering their services to girls--and their mothers--desperate to get a bid from elite sororities, and these services don't come cheap.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	Tesla wants out of the car business.
 	Not everything Trump does is a "distraction" from Jeffrey Epstein
 	Autocracy in America: AI and the rise of techno-fascism in the United States
 	Tom Nichols: Pete Hegseth's Department of Cringe




Culture Break


Pamela Smith / AP



Take a look. These photos of the week show the U.S. Open Tennis Championships, a sea lion in San Diego, a slippery-pole contest in Malta, and more.

Read. In his movies and his writing, the South Korean director Lee Chang-dong has long used images to suggest what can't be expressed, Lily Meyer 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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The 'Remarkable Ability' Many Dissidents Share

The novelist Lauren Grodstein visited Tbilisi, Georgia, in 2023, and the protests she witnessed made her think differently about perseverance.

by Boris Kachka




Want to hear more from The Atlantic's Books section? Join us at The Atlantic Festival, happening September 18-20 in New York City. The authors Walter Mosley, Susan Orlean, Alison Roman, Joshua Bennett, and Rita Dove will be in conversation with Atlantic writers. Learn more here.

When the American novelist Lauren Grodstein visited Tbilisi, Georgia, in 2023, its citizens were dancing in the face of riot police. She had come to research a novel that she was writing about an American woman at a personal crossroads; what she found, instead, was a nation protesting growing repression from its pro-Russian government. As Grodstein wrote this week in The Atlantic, Georgia's mass protests changed not only her novel but also her ideas about the choices she now faces at home.

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

	How a tradition forged in slavery persists today
 	How did Taylor Swift convince the world that she's relatable?
 	"At a family house party in San Jose, California," a poem by Thea Matthews
 	A book that doesn't seek to explain itself


The Tbilisi marchers' stamina impressed Grodstein the most; people came out, night after night, even as the likely futility of their efforts became clear. One regular attendee was, according to Grodstein, "fairly certain her protests won't change a thing." Nevertheless, this woman felt that she had no choice but to show up, even as the ruling party, Georgian Dream, continued to tighten control over Georgia's citizens and appeared to rig an election. That protester's worldview echoes the observations of my colleague Gal Beckerman, who has recently written about the mindset common to lifelong dissidents. Late last year, for example, he spoke with Benjamin Nathans, the author of a recent book on Soviet dissenters, who told him that many of them share "a remarkable ability to appreciate the hopelessness of what they're trying to accomplish, but persevere nonetheless."

Beckerman and Grodstein have been looking out for relevant lessons that could apply to the U.S., as the Trump administration attempts to erode pillars of American democracy--checks and balances, the right to due process, freedom of speech. Still, Grodstein acknowledges that neither repression nor resistance appears the same everywhere. The perseverance of Georgians is notable, she writes, because for them, "self-determination is not a centuries-old tradition but an objective that has been repeatedly thwarted."

Yet the uncomfortable parallels between the two nations are forcing Grodstein to think more about the decisions she makes every day in response to her own leaders' actions. "In my work as a writer, I now find myself actively accommodating the priorities of the government," she writes. She has stricken words such as diversity from federal grant applications and reframed projects to sound more patriotic; she has scrubbed some of her social media, for fear of being flagged at an airport. But after returning from the street battles she witnessed in Georgia, only to hear that ICE agents had detained a mother in her community, she asked herself: "When do I, too, put myself on the line?" It's never too early, she concludes, to ask such questions. As Georgians have taught her, "the fight for democracy is not the work of a month or two, but of years--of, perhaps, a lifetime."




Irakli Gedenidze / Reuters



What I Learned From the Georgia Protests

By Lauren Grodstein

A novelist traveled to the former Soviet republic in search of food and a story. She found a new understanding of how to stand up for democracy.

Read the full article.



What to Read

Made for Love, by Alissa Nutting

I love to suggest Nutting's work to people, even though it's been called "deviant"--if folks avoid me afterward, then I know they're not my kind of weirdo. She has a talent for developing outrageous concepts that also reveal earnest truths about what people expect from one another and why. One of the best examples is her novel Made for Love, perhaps better known as an HBO show starring the excellent Cristin Milioti. The book, too, is about a woman whose tech-magnate husband has implanted a chip in her head, but it grows far more absurd. (A subplot, for instance, features a con artist who becomes attracted to dolphins.) Nutting's scenarios sometimes remind me of the comedian Nathan Fielder's work: You will probably cringe, but you'll be laughing--and sometimes even nodding along.  -- Serena Dai

From our list: The one book everyone should read





Out Next Week

? This Is for Everyone: The Unfinished Story of the World Wide Web, by Tim Berners-Lee

? All the Way to the River: Love, Loss, and Liberation, by Elizabeth Gilbert


? Middle Spoon, by Alejandro Varela




Your Weekend Read


Photo-illustration by The Atlantic. Sources: belterz / Getty; DNY59 / Getty; Pictac / Getty; spxChrome / Getty; enjoynz / Getty.



What's the Point of a High-School Reunion?

By Jordan Michelman

The origin of reunions is unclear; scholarship on the tradition is scarce. They seem to have begun appearing on social calendars in the late 19th century, in some cases inspired by college-alumni events; in the early 20th century, they trickled down to high schools. By the 1980s, high-school reunions were widely depicted in popular culture: Falling in Love Again (1980), National Lampoon's Class Reunion (1982), Peggy Sue Got Married (1986). By the time I was cruising Blockbuster Video aisles in the late '90s, the must-rent specter of Romy and Michele, the protagonists respectively clad in their pink and lavender outfits, loomed large. The film solidified the reunion as a rite of passage, and imprinted in me what the experience of going to my own might someday be like: earnest, awkward, perhaps triumphant, and a referendum on what I'd done with my life once it had well and truly begun.

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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Florida Decided There Were Too Many Children

The state's elimination of vaccine mandates is a courageous first step toward decluttering itself of any excess kids.

by Alexandra Petri




Sorry. We decided there were too many children.

You know how it goes.

Their hands are too small. Sometimes they are sticky, and no one knows why. They say they're eating their dinner, but you can see that they are just pushing it around on their plate. They come up to you on the sidewalk and tell you their whole life story for 10 minutes, wearing face paint from a birthday party three days ago. Some afternoons they announce that they are sharks, but they are obviously not sharks. They do this over and over again.

And the state of Florida, understandably, said: Enough. This needs to stop. We have decided that there are too many children, and we can let some of them go. Or, as the state's surgeon general put it when he eliminated all vaccine mandates yesterday: "Who am I as a government or anyone else, who am I as a man standing here now, to tell you what you should put in your body? Who am I to tell you what your child should put in [their] body? I don't have that right."

(That relaxed attitude about bodily autonomy comes as something of a surprise, given the state's six-week abortion ban, but this is America, where you can do anything with your body unless there's a uterus in it.)

Florida is the first state to take the courageous step toward decluttering itself of excess children, but under the inexpert guidance of Robert F. Kennedy Jr., other states may follow. If we lose herd immunity, we will bring back diseases that had formerly been eliminated, and some children who would otherwise have been protected will perish. But no price is too high to pay in this pointless war against decades of lifesaving science. Confusingly, this effort is being taken up at the same time that people are Very Concerned about dropping birth rates, but it makes sense when you understand that they don't like the children we currently have. They want us to make other ones instead.

This is certainly one possible response to the epidemic of mass shootings: unleash another epidemic on our elementary schools. If I had to guess what kind of shot we would make sure schoolchildren got, I would have guessed wrong. I am always guessing wrong. I am always guessing that we want children to live.
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A (Somewhat) Definitive History of <em>The Atlantic</em>'s Punsters

And some of the puns even hold up!

by Alexandra Petri




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

It is, I suppose, a kind of relief that no matter what is going on in the world, people are making puns. Here is Oliver Wendell Holmes Sr., a co-founder of this magazine, in 1857, when famously nothing was happening:

Do you mean to say the pun-question is not clearly settled in your minds? Let me lay down the law upon the subject. Life and language are alike sacred. Homicide and verbicide--that is, violent treatment of a word with fatal results to its legitimate meaning, which is its life--are alike forbidden. Manslaughter, which is the meaning of the one, is the same as man's laughter, which is the end of the other.


(I just saw this pun in the new The Naked Gun. Liam Neeson's delivery helped it considerably.)

Holmes goes on to add that "a pun does not commonly justify a blow in return. But if a blow were given for such cause, and death ensued, the jury would be judges both of the facts and of the pun, and might, if the latter were of an aggravated character, return a verdict of justifiable homicide."

I should say, before we get any further, that I love puns. The humorist and political scientist Stephen Leacock wrote that "the inveterate punster" follows "conversation as a shark follows a ship." Well, I am that shark. It has prevented me from having as many chums as I would like. (I have made this pun before, and I'll make it again!)

One difficulty with trying to track the progress of punsters through this magazine's pages is that puns are, by definition, somewhat hostile to text-searching. Indeed, that hostility was the subject of a story by David R. Wheeler in 2011 ("'Google Doesn't Laugh': Saving Witty Headlines in the Age of SEO"), although the trend might have pleased James Fallows in 2007 ("Generally I Look Down on Headlines With Puns"). People making puns don't always announce that they are making puns, the way people trying to bribe you don't always state their intentions outright as they hand you a chip bag full of cash.

Fortunately for pun hunters, ever since The Atlantic began, it has been full of people denouncing puns, and full of people making them. Sometimes--as in the case of Oliver Wendell Holmes Sr.--they even manage to do both at the same time. The denunciations and defenses range from the terse (a 1968 reviewer of something called the Treasury of Atrocious Puns noted: "'Treasury' is the wrong word") to the lengthy (Walter Prichard Eaton's 1932 "On Groaning at Puns"). Eaton even singled out Holmes for using so much wordplay: "Here, and in England, they endured--nay, they enjoyed--a barrage of mechanical puns from stage and platform and press till the nineteenth century was well past its meridian. Tom Taylor in England, Oliver Wendell Holmes here, not only escaped public wrath, but waxed in purse and reputation."

Unlike Holmes, Eaton was courageous enough to proclaim that he actually enjoyed puns, as he traced the history of groaning at them. "In the good old days of my favorite author, Artemus Ward, the pun was in high favor," he recalled. "Artemus said you'd know his house in Brooklyn because it had a cupola and a mortgage on it. He also said that the pretty girls of Utah mostly married Young." You get the idea. Eaton lamented that in the 1890s, puns fell out of favor as a "weapon of humor" on the stage and the page. By his own decade, he complained, the pun was no better than a "wise-crack," subject to groans and exasperation.

It can't have helped the status of puns that some of the people going all-in on them were Nazis. In "Dr. Goebbels's Awkward Squad," John O. Rennie described listening to the limp, miserable attempts at puns broadcast to North American radios as part of Joseph Goebbels's propaganda efforts during World War II. "The German, having adopted the tank, the plane, and the submarine, counts it a mere stroke of the pen to match or excel the native humor of England or the Tinted States," Rennie noted in 1943. "His faith in the parody or the pun is based on the honest conviction that he can master the intricacies of any foreign language so neatly as to astound even the natives."

This conviction was not borne out by the facts. One such example: the two "Friendly Quarrelers" Fritz and Fred, who delivered an unrelenting barrage of groaner after groaner. "FRED: That's all lies. FRITZ: Exactly. That is why they call themselves Allies." (Rennie, required to monitor these programs, said he was convinced that "the comedy output from Berlin" was "designed primarily to destroy the morale of monitors like himself.")

Humor can be a particularly perishable form of writing, so I am thrilled, like an archaeologist able to eat honey from a sarcophagus, every time a pun holds up. "A Visit to the Asylum for Aged and Decayed Punsters," some 1861 humor by Holmes (again), contains a few puns that have aged remarkably well. Although he made the mistake of declaring that the Asylum does not accept women because "THERE IS NO SUCH THING AS A FEMALE PUNSTER"--an unthinkable claim for anybody who has had to interact with me--he also makes one of my favorite puns. Describing the outcome of the 1860 presidential election, in which Stephen A. Douglas lost to Abraham Lincoln, Holmes wrote: "'Why is Douglas like the earth?' ... 'Because he was flattened out at the polls!'"

Not bad, right? Much better than his other one about someone who knocks on a door with his stick instead of ringing, and the person who answers says that he sees "you prefer Cane to A bell."

Suddenly catching sight of a good pun feels just like what Alan Bennett described in The History Boys: "The best moments in reading are when you come across something--a thought, a feeling, a way of looking at things--which you had thought special and particular to you. Now here it is, set down by someone else, a person you have never met, someone even who is long dead. And it is as if a hand has come out and taken yours." (And then that hand slaps yours and says, "Women aren't punsters!")
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Triumph of the Insurrectionists

The Trump administration is on a mission to turn the perpetrators of January 6 into heroes.

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.


Because the fatal shooting of Ashli Babbitt on January 6, 2021, was caught on camera, what happened isn't really in doubt.

Babbitt, an Air Force veteran, was part of a crowd that stormed the U.S. Capitol that day, fighting with and attacking police, breaking windows, and then rushing into the building. She eventually ended up outside of the Speaker's Lobby, an area just beside the House chamber. The doors were barricaded, but another member of the mob broke their glass. Police officers on the other side shouted at people not to enter, but Babbitt tried to climb through the window. When she refused to stop, a Capitol Police officer shot her in the shoulder. She died shortly thereafter.

Babbitt's death was tragic, and not simply in the sense that any needless death is. She died fighting for a lie that she apparently believed: Donald Trump's claim that the 2020 election was stolen. Trump is not always one to return a favor, but he seems determined to repay Babbitt's devotion by making her an icon--part of a bigger project to turn January 6 into a moment of triumph.

Last week, the Air Force confirmed that it would grant military-funeral honors for Babbitt, which typically involve uniformed service members being present to play "Taps," fold an American flag, and present it to the family. The honors had been denied by the Biden administration.

"After reviewing the circumstances of Ashli's death, and considering the information that has come forward since then, I am persuaded that the previous determination was incorrect," Matthew Lohmeier, the undersecretary of the Air Force, wrote in a letter. He also invited Babbitt's family to visit him at the Pentagon. Lohmeier has not explained what the new information is.

Even Trump's allies understood that Babbitt was no hero. Senator Markwayne Mullin of Oklahoma, a MAGA loyalist who was present when she was shot, said that the officer who shot Babbitt "didn't have a choice at that time," adding that "his actions, I believe, saved people's lives even more." Nevertheless, the Trump administration settled a wrongful-death lawsuit with Babbitt's family earlier this year, for a reported $5 million. The settlement looks like a political choice, not a legal one; until Trump took office, the Justice Department had been planning to fight the lawsuit. The president also infamously granted sweeping clemency for the rioters on his first day back in the White House, pardoning many and commuting others' sentences. The beneficiaries include many violent offenders who Vice President J. D. Vance had said just days earlier should not receive clemency.

Trump then set about purging prosecutors who had worked on the cases, including line attorneys simply doing their job. Filling their place in the DOJ are people such as Ed Martin, who was an attorney for some of the rioters and now leads the aptly named Weaponization Working Group, and Jared Wise, who NPR reported last month was caught on tape during the insurrection encouraging the mob to "kill" police officers.

As if that were not enough, the right-wing lawyer Mark McCloskey, best known for illegally brandishing a gun at protesters outside his St. Louis home, said last week that he is in discussions with the DOJ about a compensation plan for the rioters, hoping to win them financial damages for supposedly wrongful prosecution. McCloskey even compared the proposed fund--I am not making this up--to the one set up to compensate victims of the September 11 attacks. (The DOJ has not commented on his remarks.)

The only real connection between the events is that both were violent attacks on the United States. The difference should be obvious: The 9/11 fund compensates victims and their families, whereas any would-be January 6 fund is being dreamt up to compensate the perpetrators. The overall goal of the rioters was to prevent Congress from certifying the rightful election of Joe Biden. They wanted to prevent a constitutional process. Some carried weapons. Some beat police officers. Some called for the lynching of then-Vice President Mike Pence.

In October 2021, I argued that January 6 was becoming a "New Lost Cause," similar to the way southerners romanticized and justified the Confederacy's defeat in the Civil War. One rioter even marched through the Capitol with the flag of the Army of Northern Virginia. Four years later, it's not even clear that the cause lost. Trump not only won back the White House, but, with his actions, he has also managed to turn the insurrection into a delayed triumph. The perpetrators are the victims; the victims, meanwhile, are ostracized.

The Trump administration isn't really rewriting history, the way his administration is attempting to do at the Smithsonian. No one seriously contests what happened on January 6, and hardly anyone still bothers to make the case for fraud in the election. It's simply justification by force, insisting that the bad guys were actually good. Not coincidentally, the administration is at the same time uplifting the original Lost Cause, placing a portrait of the traitor Robert E. Lee on display at West Point (in apparent defiance of a law that led to its removal) and planning to restore a monument to Confederate veterans at Arlington National Cemetery.

These developments in the January 6 cases come at an eerie time. Two years after Trump's attempted election theft, his Brazilian ally Jair Bolsonaro lost an election and then allegedly incited his supporters to try to steal it. This week, Bolsonaro's trial on accusations of fomenting a coup is entering its final stage. Accountability is now something they might consider in foreign countries, not here.

Related:

	Trump and the January 6 memory hole
 	We Live Here Now: Ashli Babbitt's mother moves into the neighborhood.




Here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	The wrong way to win back the working class
 	The MAGA influencers rehabilitating Hitler, by Yair Rosenberg
 	"I'm a high schooler. AI is demolishing my education."
 	The David Frum Show: The fight for truth




Today's News

	 Florida Surgeon General Dr. Joseph Ladapo announced that the state will work to eliminate all vaccine mandates, calling them "wrong" and "immoral" and likening them to slavery.
 
 	Survivors of Jeffrey Epstein's abuse spoke to the press on Capitol Hill, urging Congress to publicly release Justice Department records on the case.
 	Donald Trump said that he may send federal troops to New Orleans instead of Chicago, citing support from Louisiana Governor Jeff Landry. He suggested that he would wait for governors to request assistance before he deploys troops, a departure from earlier statements about sending forces into Democrat-led cities in spite of local disapproval.




Dispatches

	The Weekly Planet: Without FEMA, states might lean on one another for disaster help more than they already do, but they will also turn more to private contractors, Zoe Schlanger writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.
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When Your Kid's Best Friend Is a Great Big Problem

By Russell Shaw

When I was 10, my best friend taught me how to make a flamethrower. We duct-taped a can of WD-40 to one end of a two-by-four, melted a candle onto the other, and prepared for imaginary enemy marauders. We never lit it, thankfully.
 If my parents had known, I wonder whether they would have forbidden the friendship--though if they had, it might not have mattered. My pal and I still saw each other daily at school, where our recess schemes, such as building a roulette wheel from a broken turntable and getting classmates to gamble with the desserts from their lunches, mirrored our weekend mischief. The friendship died a natural death after sixth grade, when we went to different schools ...
 Of course, knowing this doesn't make it any easier when your teen's friends seem to embody everything you've tried to teach them to avoid.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	The marriage effect
 	The arrest that demonstrates Europe's free-speech problem
 	RFK Jr. is repeating Michelle Obama's mistakes.
 	Tom Nichols: Our AI fears run long and deep.




Culture Break


Photo-illustration by The Atlantic. Source: Howard Earl Simmons / NY Daily News Archive / Getty.



Read. So many statues honoring sports heroes are disappointing--but one, a tribute to a tennis legend, rises above the rest, Sally Jenkins writes.

Watch. Last year, Shirley Li recommended 15 of the buzziest films to add to your watch list.

Play our daily crossword.



Rafaela Jinich contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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The Trump Administration Gets a Serious Scolding

A federal judge's scathing opinion explains why Trump's deployment of troops to California was more than just an overreach.

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.

The Trump administration broke the law. Its officials knew they were breaking the law. And they'll likely try to do so again.

In its most distilled form, that's the conclusion of Charles Breyer, the federal judge overseeing a suit brought by California Governor Gavin Newsom over the Trump administration's deployment of National Guardsmen and Marines in and around Los Angeles in June. In a scathing opinion delivered today, Breyer said that the administration had acted illegally.

Deploying these service members "for the purpose of establishing a military presence there and enforcing federal law," Breyer wrote, "is a serious violation of the Posse Comitatus Act." That law, passed in 1878, bars the use of the military in domestic law enforcement, except as allowed by the Constitution or by Congress.

Breyer's ruling makes plain how the administration worked to circumvent the law, and why. In its public statements, the White House continues to claim that it's acting under long-established authorities and engaging in straightforward, limited efforts to reduce street crime. The arguments that their lawyers made in court point to a different conclusion: The Trump administration is seeking martial law, in practice if not in name.

Today's ruling might seem a bit obsolete--after all, the Marines and most of the Guardsmen have been sent home. But both Donald Trump and his critics have pointed to the deployment as a model, first for the current use of the National Guard in Washington, D.C., and now for potential deployments in cities including Chicago, San Francisco, and Baltimore.

The people of the United States have been wary of the use of the military to enforce laws inside the country since even before the nation's founding; the presence of British troops was a spur to rebellion. The Constitution grants only Congress the right to call "forth the Militia to execute the Laws of the Union," although some delegates would have preferred not to allow that power at all. But it has been presidents who are more apt to use the military for law enforcement, and Congress has worked to limit their ability to do so over time.

The president can call up troops under the Insurrection Act in certain circumstances, and Trump has toyed with invoking the law in the past, but he did not do so in California, nor did Congress authorize the deployment. (Trump also used his authority to federalize the California National Guard, over the objections of Newsom and local authorities who argued that the Guard wasn't needed to enforce laws.) The impact of these choices was well understood among the leadership at the military's Northern Command, which controlled the troops.

"Everyone in U.S. Northern Command knew that the Posse Comitatus Act applied, and no one expressed a contrary view," Breyer notes; its leaders instructed members of the Guard task force about what law-enforcement duties they could not perform. Yet officials elsewhere in the federal government felt differently. Testimony from the trial established that Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth was closely involved in the operation, and that he issued a memo that purported to outline what administration officials described as a "constitutional exception" to the Posse Comitatus Act.

The administration then used this exception to justify sending the Guard out to support missions that were plainly law-enforcement actions--in places with no true risk of riots, some 50 and 140 miles from downtown Los Angeles. They were also involved in a sweep of MacArthur Park near downtown, called "Operation Excalibur." As Breyer pointedly wrote in a footnote, "Excalibur is, of course, a reference to the legendary sword of King Arthur, which symbolizes his divine sovereignty as king." When Major General Scott Sherman, a National Guard commander, West Point grad, and Iraq War veteran, cited objections to Guard involvement in an initial version of the operation, a Department of Homeland Security official responded by "questioning Sherman's loyalty to the country."

Breyer concluded that the memo was little more than an attempt to ignore the plain language of the law. The administration argued in court that a "constitutional exception" to the Posse Comitatus Act grants the president the authority to do anything he construes as protecting federal property, personnel, or functions. "This assertion is not grounded in the history of the Act, Supreme Court jurisprudence on executive authority, or common sense," Breyer wrote.

Today's ruling soundly rejects the Trump administration's reasoning, and it blocks further violations of the Posse Comitatus Act in California. (Breyer stayed his ruling until September 12.) It does not, however, apply nationwide. Although Trump seems to be treating the more widespread militarization of Washington as a test run for occupations of other cities, the legal arguments in California may be more relevant to those prospects, because Trump has narrower legal authority to act in other states than he does in the District of Columbia.

Even if the stated goal is preventing street crime, the expansive views of presidential power raised in this case could allow a president to deploy the National Guard in scenarios that are clearly counter to Congress's intent, as well as outside of the force's training. Breyer notes, for example, that if presidents are allowed to use the Guard whenever federal law is impeded, they could do so for far-fetched purposes such as enforcing tax laws or the Clean Water Act, or even to seize control over elections to prevent putative fraud. Perhaps that last one is not so far-fetched: Trump aides considered using the military to grab voting machines as part of his attempt to subvert the 2020 presidential election that he lost. In June, my colleague David Frum laid out just how such a deployment could be one step in a successful bid to steal an election.

Over the past few months, lower courts have repeatedly ruled against the Trump administration's attempts to assert new powers, only for appeals courts or the Supreme Court to side with the president. The government is expected to appeal this ruling, and it could end up discarded the same way. But Breyer's scolding provides an essential explanation of not only why Trump is overreaching but also why it is dangerous.

Related:

	For Trump, this is a dress rehearsal, David Frum writes.
 	What we lose by distorting the mission of the National Guard




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	The anti-Trump strategy that's actually working
 	The neighbor from hell, by Graeme Wood
 	David Frum on how Trump gets his way




Today's News

	 D.C. Mayor Muriel Bowser issued an executive order permitting federal law enforcement to remain in the city indefinitely, requiring local coordination "to the maximum extent allowable by law."
 
 	In a press conference, Donald Trump announced that the U.S. Space Command headquarters will move from Colorado to Alabama. He also confirmed that he will send federal troops to Chicago and Baltimore.
 	The House Oversight Committee met today with 10 people who accused Jeffrey Epstein of sex trafficking. Republican Representative Thomas Massie filed a discharge petition that could force a House vote on releasing all Justice Department files related to Epstein.




Evening Read


H. Armstrong Robert / Classic Stock / Alamy



The Big Lebowski Friendship Test

By Olga Khazan

"So, should we Lebowski, or should we not Lebowski?" I asked my friend Alex as we finished our pizza and wine on a recent evening.
 I felt like I was asking her if she wanted to make out. The Big Lebowski--the 1998 Coen-brothers movie about bowling, pot, and mistaken identity--is one of my favorites, and I was nervous about introducing it to her ...
 But it's a strange movie, and I have known Alex for only a couple of years. I was worried that she would dislike it so much that she would kind of dislike me too, through osmosis. Or that I would realize that we have completely different senses of humor, and that perhaps we aren't very close after all. In Lebowski terms, would our friendship abide? Or would we be out of our element?


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	When your kid's best friend is a great big problem
 	Apologies: You have reached the end of your free-trial period of America!
 	Putin and Xi are holding the West together.
 	State of permanent fake emergency
 	Dear James: I'm stuck caring for a husband I no longer love.
 	Higher ed has a bigger problem than Trump.




Culture Break


Niko Tavernise / Sony Pictures Entertainment



Watch (or skip). The crime thriller Caught Stealing (out now in theaters) is a throwback to a gritty, bygone era in New York City--but misses in making the action as alluring as its romantic backdrop, David Sims writes.

Read. The novelist Lauren Grodstein traveled to the country of Georgia in search of food and a story. She found a new understanding of how to stand up for democracy.

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.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/newsletters/archive/2025/09/trump-national-guard-law-california/684084/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Apologies: You Have Reached the End of Your Free-Trial Period of America!

Want rule of law? That's premium.

by Alexandra Petri




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

Valued users!

We understand that over the past 250-odd years, you have come to rely on the services provided by the U.S. of A.: postal delivery, representative government, edible food, clean water, lifesaving vaccines, and no kings--ever, guaranteed. Well, 250 years of free is enough. Now we demand $TRUMP coin.

Was America perfect before? Hell, no! Some of these features arrived pretty late for some of you, and for that, we used to be sorry.

We were so excited to reach 340 million free users. But now it's time to streamline our product so that it appeals more to paid subscribers, and that means some changes for everyone else. We are adding a lot of features no one asked for that will make your experience worse and also cost a lot of money! Freedom isn't free! Nor is it, exactly, the freedom you've been used to! Yes, that is the National Guard in your city. We know that you didn't request it; it's just a new feature we're rolling out, possibly for 30 days, possibly for even longer!

You were pretty vocal about what attracted you to America in the first place: personal liberty, economic opportunity, something called the American dream, and, of course, the perennial threat of gun violence. (That last feature developed over time, but it seems that our users are pretty attached? We offered you many opportunities to opt out.) But we knew what was really keeping you here: inertia, and the challenge of finding an alternative that sells decent breakfast burritos. We are banking on that going forward.

We hope the difficulty of switching to another provider will keep you here while we slowly remove all the features that you came for and replace them with AI-generated slop. We are also changing a lot of our graphic design to extract any remaining soul from our product. (We saw how well that went for Cracker Barrel!) This comes with branding updates too! Instead of a Nice, Friendly Place Where You Can Work Hard and Have a Better Life, we're now That Place With More Than 60,000 People Currently in ICE Detention. Sydney Sweeney's jeans are running the Department of Homeland Security.

Don't worry. Our new CEO does hate a large portion of our current user base, but he's not totally ignorant of the culture here. He is very excited to bring back some things that past users described as "great," such as Depression, Recession, and White-Shark Attacks. It was also his brilliant idea to add the features of autocracy--State Control of Business, General Encouragement of Groveling, Masked Men Who Yank Your Neighbors Into an Unmarked Van to Whisk Them Off to a Gulag--to our core democratic product.

You heard it right: The government you knew for Weather Data and Medical Research is going all in on Despot Whims. This costs money, so bedrock features such as Separation of Powers, No Troop Quartering, and Due Process are being phased out, even for premium subscribers. We are also getting rid of most of our Health and Science. But you can have a career in ICE.

We are retaining some features for premium users. Want rule of law? That's premium. The right to run your company without government interference? That's a paid feature now. An explanation from the Supreme Court as to why it just ruled against you? Maybe!

Why is this happening now? Simple. You all know the classic process of enshittification, as coined by Cory Doctorow, from your experience with the tech products that touch every aspect of your life. First, you have a product that everyone enjoys, and then, when someone decides that that product needs to make a profit, everything about it gets gradually worse and worse until the whole thing is ruined. This is why, whenever you open America's homepage, an unwanted video starts to play. Instead of the medical recommendation you were looking for, there is a man with one weird trick, whom doctors hate! (He is the health and human services secretary!) All of the articles are now written by AI, except Article I, which has disappeared entirely.

Why are these changes necessary? They aren't! Can you opt out of them? No! Tariffs, a share of Intel, and a weirdly conciliatory attitude toward Russian President Vladimir Putin are now the default for all users. Also, everything that used to be free now isn't: speech, assembly, and petition, to name just three. Eggs now cost $800--both because they are very expensive to produce and because we are trying to make the dollar worthless.

What happened to my free press? Sorry! That's paywalled.

We have gotten rid of the people responsible for making gradual improvements to America, and our new team wants to see exponential profits for shareholders. It's unclear who these shareholders are, exactly! We thought all of us were, but it might just be our CEO? The executive mansion definitely seems fancier than we remember, and he has a new private plane.

You can still keep using America, and depending on your version, it may remain functional for some length of time. But if you'd like to subscribe to our premium product, there's no better opportunity than right now! Please hand $5,000,000 in unmarked bills to our CEO. He may spare you.
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Seven Labor Day Reads

Explore stories on the back-to-school reset, phones in classrooms, cafeteria secrets, 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.

This Labor Day, spend time with seven back-to-school stories about how parents took over dorm life, why middle-school friendships still shape who we are, why we can't quite escape dreams of being back at school, and more.



How Parents Hijacked the College Dorm

The spaces were once furnished by scrappy kids. Then the adults entered the room.


By Meagan Francis

Why Adults Still Dream About School

Long after graduation, anxiety in waking life often drags dreamers back into the classroom. (From 2022)


By Kelly Conaboy

What Many Parents Miss About the Phones-in-Schools Debate

Some focus on reaching their children in an emergency--and overlook the devices' everyday threats.


By Gail Cornwall

Why Back-to-School Season Feels Like the New Year--Even for Adults

The arrival of fall and the start of classes seems to many like a beginning, for reasons ranging from biology to nostalgia. (From 2017)


By Emily Richmond

The Worst Advice Parents Can Give First-Year Students

Today's college students will have ample time to figure out their careers. Before that, encourage them to take risks. (From 2024)


By Ezekiel J. Emanuel

Secrets and Lies in the School Cafeteria

A tale of missing money, heated lunchroom arguments, and flaxseed pizza crusts (From 2019)


By Sarah Schweitzer

The Outsize Influence of Your Middle-School Friends

The intensity of feelings generated by friendship in childhood and adolescence is by design. (From 2020)


By Lydia Denworth



Catch Up on The Atlantic

	How the richest people in America avoid paying taxes
 	Inside the USAID fire sale
 	NOAA has been trying to predict how bad floods could get.




Culture Break


Illustration by Andy Rementer



     Read. With fall around the corner, go back and check out the 24 books that Atlantic writers and editors recommended for this summer's reading list.

Watch. The great teen movies, such as Mean Girls and Rebel Without a Cause, reveal something about American adolescence, Hillary Kelly writes.

Play our daily crossword.



Explore all of our newsletters here.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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Maybe a New Melania Magazine Cover Will Give Trump What He's Been Seeking

What would've happened if long ago, the president got the cultural accolades he's always wanted?

by Alexandra Petri




"Put her on the cover!" the voice shouted. Everyone looked around to see where it was coming from. There appeared to be a kind of vortex in the middle of the table in the meeting room; it sizzled and gave off sparks. Some paper clips flew into it and disappeared.

"Her? Who?"

"Melania Trump!" the voice yelled. "The future first lady!"

"Future?"

"First lady?"

"There's no time to explain! Just put her on it! Put her on as many of them as you can! Trust us, you don't want to know what they'll do to get a cover! We are trying to fix something, and if you wait until 2025 it will be too late! Please! We are begging you! He's deploying the National Guard to the streets of American cities!"

The vortex vanished. The Vanity Fair staffers looked around at one another. "That voice sounded familiar," one said. "Like me, but from the future!"

Everyone laughed. "So, we're still good with Sofia Vergara?"

"Yeah."



"Say it's good!" the voice said. It was emanating from a sizzling void that had appeared at the top of a blood-red tree--which seemed to be in the middle of the White House, but that couldn't be right. "Don't say 'Nightmare Blood Forest.' Say you like the Christmas decor!"

"But--" the reporter said. "It looks like it will eat anyone who ventures inside."

"That's not the point! Just say it's good! We're trying to fix something!" the voice shouted. A thick clump of red tree flew into its maw and vanished.



Donald Trump and Megan Mullally finished singing "Green Acres" at the 2005 Emmys. They waited for their applause. Behind them, a vortex opened. "MORE!" it shouted. "CLAP! GIVE THEM MORE! JUST SAY YOU LOVED IT! IT WAS A VIRAL MOMENT AND YOU LOVED IT! YOU WERE LAUGHING WITH IT, NOT AT IT, AND IT WAS A VIRAL MOMENT!"



The Academy was meeting. "GIVE HIM AN OSCAR!" a voice shouted from a vortex.

"For ... Zoolander?"

"Zoolander, Home Alone 2, whatever it is!"

"Ben Stiller isn't in Home Alone 2."

"Donald Trump!" the voice yelled. An envelope vanished into the vortex. "Give it to Donald Trump! Quickly! And a Tony!"

"We don't control the Tonys! That's the American Theater Wing!"

The vortex disappeared, then returned, belching a paper clip. "And who selects the Kennedy Center Honors?"



Some lutefisk vanished into a whirling vacuum. "DONALD TRUMP NEEDS A NOBEL PEACE PRIZE!" the voice shouted.

"For what?"

"JUST DO IT!" the voice shouted. "We're trying to prevent something!"



"Let him host SNL!" the voice yelled. "Wait, never mind. I didn't realize this one had happened."

"Don't say it!" the voice exclaimed. Seth Meyers looked at the vortex, puzzled. "Just don't! Say he's good and you like him! Make him happy. Make him feel good. Make him feel, for the first time, peace."

"I don't think I can," Seth Meyers said. A cloth napkin flew into the vortex, and then another one.

"You too, Mr. President!" the voice added. "No jokes!"

"Now, hang on a second, disembodied voice," Barack Obama said. "I take it you're some sort of time traveler? And you really believe that changing a minor detail of the jokes told at the 2011 White House Correspondents' dinner is going to alter the course of history? Something as small and superficial as that?"

"I don't know! I have no idea how deep any of this goes! "



A small boy was playing alone. A portal opened up in his bedroom and started hurling sled after sled at him. Each sled had Rosebud engraved on it.

"What's this?" young Donald Trump asked.

"At this point I'm just trying everything," the void said. "I hope this is right. I haven't actually seen Citizen Kane."



"Give Donald Trump a Kennedy Center Honor!" the voice shouted. Itzhak Perlman looked up, bewildered, from his violin.

"For ... what?"

"For everything," the voice said. "Just, for everything."

"We don't give those," the CEO of the Kennedy Center said. She frowned. "I had no idea Donald Trump was so invested in the Kennedy Center Honors."

"He's more invested than you could possibly imagine," the voice said. "You don't know. You don't know what he'll do to be put in charge of the Kennedy Center Honors. You know what Thanos does in Avengers: Infinity War?"

"No," the CEO said. "That seems like a very niche comic book to reference in the year 2004."

"'What did it cost?' 'Everything.'" The voice's impression was not superb. "It's like that," the voice said. "Please just do this. Also, Michael Crawford. Be sure you honor Michael Crawford, the original phantom of the opera. Donald Trump loves The Phantom of the Opera."



"Please," the void said. The Conde Nast staffers were used to hearing from it now. "Just a little one?"

"There's no such thing as a little cover," Anna Wintour said witheringly.

"It's just ... I think he thinks that if you win, people are required to like you. You and your wife get to be on the covers of things and people throng to your inauguration. To him, a certain cultural cachet automatically comes with being president. He won't just sit there like George W. Bush and ignore the fact that only Kid Rock wants to visit the White House. It'll stick in his craw. And he ... he won't stop." The voice quavered. "You don't understand. He won't stop."



"You're his friend now!"

Bruce Springsteen looked up at the vortex, confused.

"He thinks it's the rule! All presidents are friends with Bruce Springsteen!"

Springsteen frowned.

"Pass this on to Beyonce also!" the voice yelled.



The staffers sat in the meeting room. "We could put Melania on the cover?" the new editorial director suggested.

"Absolutely not. I will quit this instant."

"It's just capitulating to his bullying! It legitimizes him! It feels sort of grubby and desperate at this point, like all his autocratic nonsense paid off."

"Before, maybe," said a voice from the end of the table. "At some earlier point in time. I wouldn't have liked it then either but--maybe it's one of those little moments that would've changed things."

"The timeline cannot possibly be that stupid."

The speaker at the end of the table shrugged, fiddling with a paper clip. The air around her started to sizzle slightly. "Only one way to find out."
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